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PREFACE 


The present work seeks to serve a dual purpose, Its 
primary aim lies in the attempt to overcome the 
widely current scepticism with which historical 
knowledge is regarded. Its secondary aim is to serve 
as a critical summary of several important views con- 
cerning this problem. For the reader who is pri- 
marily interested in the problem of historical truth, 
and who is less concerned with the theories which 
have arisen regarding it, it will be possible to omit 
the critical summaries presented in Chapters II 
and IV. 

The present book arose out of studies originally 
undertaken in connection with a doctoral disserta- 
tion. I wish to thank the authorities of Yale Uni- 
versity for their permission to publish the results of 
that dissertation in this form. I wish also to thank 
Professor Hajo Flolborn of the Department of His- 
tory at Yale for his friendly aid and advice. 

Swarthmore College, 1938. 
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INTRODUCTION 


The Field of History 

It has often been said that the modern world is 
characterized by its historical sense; it has almost as 
frequently been said that our intellectual world is 
history-ridden. However we choose to estimate the 
contribution which a historical orientation can bring 
to the solution of any intellectual problem, it must 
be admitted that historical studies occupy a promi- 
nent place in the thought of our times. And since in 
the field of philosophy it has come to be a mark of 
modernity to inquire with what right we lay claim ■ 
to knowledge, it is not surprising that philosophers 
and historians have recently been much concerned 
with the problem of the validity of the historical 
enterprise. 

An examination of the validity of any intellectual 
discipline properly belongs to that field of philosophy 
which has often been termed methodology. Metho- 
dological investigations are to be distinguished from 
general epistemology, since they do not concern 
themselves with problems of perception nor with 
general formulations of the relation between the 
knower and the known. They examine the materials 
and methods of particular sciences with a view to 
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THE PROBLEM OF HISTORICAI. KNOWLEDGE 

estimating in how far those methods eitable the in- 
vestigator to comprehend the material with which 
he seeks to deal. Thus it may be said the methodo- 
logical discussions represent philosophy’s attempt to I 
render explicit the working assumptions of the em- 
pirical sciences, and to determine whether these as- 
sumptions contain any fundamental contradictions 
which render them suspect. 

Such being the purpose of any methodological 
analysis, it should be clear that in our present con- 
cern with historical knowledge we are not seeking to 
establish a specific epistemological position, nor do 
we wish to set up a rule of thumb by which any 
particular historical work may be measured. We as- 
sume at the outset that no matter what general epis- 
temological position one adopts, it is still meaningful 
to inquire into the specific problems of each of the 
empirical sciences. It becomes our task, therefore, to 
investigate the actual working assumptions of the 
historical enterprise without raising questions as to 
the ultimate validity of human knowledge. On the 
other hand, we do not wish to set up criteria by 
means of which particular historical works are to be 
estimated; we accept these criteria from actual histor- 
ical criticism as part of the data upon which we 
build. In short, we presuppose actual historical pro- 
cedures rather than attempt to define them. Thus, 
our province of investigation falls between that of 
general epistemology and that of the handbooks of 
historical method: we wish merely to establish 
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whether or not it may be said that the historian’s task 
holds forth a promise of fulfilment. 

A methodological investigation, seeking to deter- 
mine the measure of knowledge which a given em- 
pirical science affords, might adopt as its point of 
departure a survey of the method employed in that 
science. Since the method of any science, however, 
is shaped by the nature of the material which it seeks 
to comprehend, a methodological inquiry may equally 
well approach its analysis through a consideration of 
the material with which the science in question is 
concerned. In dealing with the problem of historical 
knowledge we shall find it advisable first to isolate 
the material with which the historian deals. This the 
present introductory chapter of our study will at- 
tempt to do. 

If one compares a historical work with the results 
of investigation in the physical sciences, a singular 
difference immediately appears. The historian deals 
with specifi c event s which once occurred in a certain 
place, and he seeks to delineate the nature of those 
events. The natural scientist, on the other hand, 
formulates judgments regarding ^ “typical” occur- 
rences, establishing the relation which those occur- 
rences bear to certain of the conditions under which 
they appear. The chemist, for example, is concerned 
with describing what happened in his laboratory 
only in so far as he thinks that his description can 
be paralleled by the descriptions of other chemists 
concerning similar events in other laboratories. He is 
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looking for the uniform conditions under which a 
phenomenon can be observed. The Iristorian, how- 
ever, appears 3gt__to_be_interested in the typical, the 
uniform, ^e_ readily repeatable; he seeks to portray 
the’^particular. While the chemist's mode of proce- 
durrlrexperiiriehtal, depending upon controlled ob- 
servation of the recurrent, the historian’s method is 
descriptive, attempting to 2rortray the given, the un- 
controlled, the actual: inJRnnke^s^jwo^, “how it 
actually happened.” 

To this difference between historical science and 
physical science, Windelband, Simmel, and Rick eii. 
among others, have repeatedly called attention. One 
need not agree with the nco-Kantian epistemology to 
which they hold to recognize and prize this distinc- 
tion; the insight is significant, and will stand of its 
own strength. But, as Rmkert has pointed out, the 
complete separation of the historical method and the 
method of the physical sciences is impossible. They 
are opposed to each other only in ideal cases; indeed, 
in the practice of the physical sciences they often 
blend. One can see this, in particular, in geology, 
where historical and systematic geology are insep- 
arable: the past history of the earth could not be 
known without an understanding of the laws of geo- 
logic structures, and these laws could not have been 
apprehended without a simultaneous advance in 
knowledge concerning the earth’s history. 

This blending of the historical method into the 
method of the physical sciences is inevitable, although 
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not in every case is it so pervasive as in geology. It is 
inevitable because any formulation of the recurrent 
and typical depends upon observations of the particu- 
lar, of that which in one case at least has actually 
happened Thus the physical scientist must, in a 
sense, be a “historian,” a person interested in the full 
description of what has occurred. From this he passes 
on, however, to the formulation of laws of the phe- 
nomenon, that is, to the selection of those aspects of 
its occurrence which are sufficient, under similar cir- 
cumstances, to reproduce a like phenomenon. Thus 
the physical scientist passes from description to gen- 
eralization. This the historian, as the term is usually 
understood, does not do. On the basis of his historical 
knowledge the historian may, to be sure, turn 
sociologist, seeking to formulate the laws of “typical” 
historical occurrences; the economic historian may 
turn theoretical economist; but the historian’s whole 
purpose as historian is to describe, to narrate. 

A historical account is a narrative, for that with 
which the historian concerns himself is always seen 
in the light of an actual process of change. The his- 
torian of philosophy, for example, does not merely 
give an exposition of the nature of specific systems; 
he treats each system with relation to other systems, 
finding in it a continuation or interruption of a given 
process of change. Even in dealing with one particu- 
lar philosophical work the historian does not con- 
template it in isolation, but attempts to discover the 
past and contemporary influences which came to bear 
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THE PROBLEM OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE 
upon it. This is merely to say that in history every 
object of investigation is seen in the light of a tern- 
poral framework? It is in this that the much-vaunted 
“historical sense” consists. 

But it must not be imagined that the |iistOrism 
deals merely with matters of chronology The tem- 
poral framework of an event is always far richer than 
mere chronological sequence. Not time alone, but the 
actual pattern of events in time is that which deter- 
mines the historical context of phenomena. One can 
see this even with respect to those historical accounts 
which depict a cross-section of the life of a community 
at a given moment in time. Such a historical account 
is not temporal in character simply because the con- 
ditions of life are described and dated. The historian 
must discern the stresses and strains which are at that 
moment present in (he community, and these have 
meaning only in relation to the past and the future. 
Thus the historian never treats an event as a momen- 
tary happening in time; he views every -.e-vent as .a 
product an d produ cer of change.^ 

concrete nature of the historical context of 
events accounts for the fact that every historical nar- 
rative deals both with one event and with a series of 
events.^ For the narrative consists in bringing to light 
the formative influence exercised by a series of events 

1 Any other view demands that the historian should be con- 
cerned with ideal essences which do not change, hiu merely manifest 
themselves in time. Such a view we shall not here discuss; we shall 
meet it again in Scheler and oihei phenomenologists 

*An analysis of the concept of "an event” is to be found in 
Chapter VII. 
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Upon the actual nature o£ the occurrence with which 
the historian is primarily concerned A political biog- 
raphy, for example, seeks to depict the life, the char- 
acter, and the influence of its hero; for this it must 
take into account the series of events which deter- 
mined the scope of his activity and shaped his destiny. 
The historian does not view his hero as an isolated 
phenomenon, but seeks to understand him in relation 
to his background and his times. Thus, even though 
the overwhelming presence of the hero may tend to 
focus our attention upon the unity implicit in the 
historical account, the historian himself must see and 
describe this unity in relation to that series of events 
which formed it. 

In other cases the formative series of events, as a 
series, so occupies our attention that we tend to for- 
get dial the historian is also concerned with one en- 
during event. This is often the case in histories of 
art. The fascination of particular works of art so 
absorbs our attention that we readily overlook the 
fact that the historian is dealing not merely with a 
series of separate art objects, but also with an artistic 
event which has a reality and duration beyond that 
which any one of its manifestations possesses.® If there 
were not some such enduring event whose nature the 
historian sought to depict, there would be no possi- 
bility of explaining why these particular works of art 

3 Only a dogmatic and untenable form of materialism would at- 
tempt to hold that the life of Caesar constituted an event, while 
the rise of Gothic architecture, or the spread of the Industrial 
Revolution, did not 
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were selected by him for discussion. Thus we see that 
every historical work possesses both a continuous 
unity and a variety. This fact is demanded by the 
historian’s concern with the process of change. 

The historian’s attempt to depict the formative in- 
fluence exercised by a series of events upon the char- 
acter of some one enduring event throws light upon 
his method of procedure. An invidious distinction 
has sometimes been drawn between historical research 


and historical synthesis, between “mere fact-finders” 
in history and the “great” (or “ synthetic” ) historians. 
Such a distinction is as false as it is invidious. We have 


seen that the historical enterprise consists in under- 
standing every event in the light of its actual histori- 
cal context. “Mere fact-finding” represents this enter- 
prise no less than does the most sweeping and 
magnificent concern with the rise and fall of empires, 
with epochs and with eras. In every case the historian 
must proceed in a manner which is both selective 
and synthetic. He deals neither with atomic “facts” 
nor with the fullness and detail of the historical 


process as a whole. In tracing the determinate inter- 
connection of events he cannot fail to “synthesize” 
any more than he can fail to be concerned with “fact- 
finding.” Historical synthesis does not refer to a vague 
and generalizing frame of mind under whose spell 
the historian brings together discoveries previously 
made; it consists in the ability to see the actual man- 
ner in which events are related to one another. While 


it has become a commonplace to hold that “the great 
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historian” must possess " tact,” "imagination” and 
“insight” it is too often assumed that this distin- 
guishes him from all other historians. Yet it should 
be clear that every historical synthesis demands these 
same qualifications. However full or meager may be 
the documentary evidence which the historian has at 
his disposal, and however broad or narrow the scope 
of his enterprise may be, it is essential that he bring 
together those events which are relevant to each other 
so that they can be seen to form that history which it 
is his purpose to apprehend. Even the cub reporter 
in his story of the latest and most gruesome crime 
attempts to fulfil the terms of the historical enter- 
prise, since he too seeks to establish and delineate 
those events which, taken together, uniquely deter- 
mine what has taken place. 

But it will be objected, and rightly, that the his- 
torian is not concerned with any and every type of 
event. The field of reality which the historian takes 
as his province is limited to the field of human events 
which possess significance for societal life. The series 
of events described by a chemist writing a report of 
an experiment might be said to form a “history,” but 
with such events the historian does not deal. As Rick- 
ert has claimed, history is "Kulturwissenschaft”; or, 
as we might say, the field of the historian is the study 
of human activities in their societal context and with 
their societal implications. 

Against such a delimitation Berr, among others, 
has already raised objection. In'lM^nthise en his- 
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THE PROBLEM OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE 
toire^ commenting upon a definition put forward 
by Bernheim, Berr claimed that any such definition 
of the historian’s task contains a regrettable socio- 
logical bias ^ This, however, is not here the case, as 
will become clear in our discussion of historical nar- 
ration and sociological law.® Berr's own definition of 
the field of history is too broad, since it includes all 
human facts. Only those facts which are seen in the 
light of their consequences for the social structure in 
which human beings exist are “historical.” An ex- 
amination of the subject matter of actual histories 
(which is the sole basis on which we have here a 
right to generalize) discloses that the historian is 
always interested in human activities as they form or 
are formed by this structure. It is this which is in- 
tended in speaking of their societal implications and 
context. 

JBernheimj(s^ definition, to which Berr took objec- 
tion, runs as follows: “Histo ry is the knowledge (Wis- 
senschaft) of the development of huim n beings in 
their activities as social beings.” “ To this we have 
already assented, in so far as it stresses the human, 
societal aspect of the province of history. However, 
the introduction of the concept of development in 
this and many other definitions is unfortunate. Do 
velopment, in ordinary parlance, means an advance' 
or growth through successive changes. Thus every 
development is a specific sort of change taking place 

1 Page 1 . 

5 Cf , below, p. 264 f. 

8 Lehrbuch der historischen Methode, p 4. 
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within an event or series of events, a change in which 
what comes earlier in the series is enhanced by what 
comes later. In this, a developmental series possesses a 
directional sense (i,e., is transitive) not merely with 
respect to time, but also with respect to some quality 
possessed by all members of the series."^ Many series 
of events, to be sure, are developmental in this sense, 
development being, perhaps, the most common non- 
temporal order to be found among series of events. 
But if development were an essential characteristic of 
all series of events the works of our historians would 
read like success-stories or moralizing admonitions. 
The histories of such enterprises as the National Re- 
covery Administration would never be written, and 
the final insanity of Kant would not in any way be- 
long to his history. It is for this reason that one is 
compelled to omit the conception of development 
from a definition of the province of the historian. 

Berr, and many others, however, redress this error 
only to introduce another one. Berr insists upon the 
inclusion of the concept of the past in his definition 
of the province of history. Pastness, however, although 
a characteristic of many objects of historical descrip- 
tion, does not of necessity pertain to such objects. 
The example of Thucydides’ narrative should, in it- 
self, have been sufficient to dispel this error. That 
event which Thucydides sought to describe, as shown 
by his introductory words, was the armed struggle 
which was, he believed, to determine the hegemony 

7 C/., Hegel. Philosophy of History, p. 54 
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of Hellas.® He says; “Thucydides, an Athenian, wrote 
the history of the war in which the Peloponnesians 
and the Athenians fought against one another. He 
began to write when they first took up arms, believ- 
ing that it would be great and memorable above any 
previous war. For he argued that both states were 
then at the full height of their military power, and 
he saw the rest of the Hellenes either siding or in- 
tending to side with one or the other of them. No 
movement ever stirred Hellas more deeply than 
this ...” (Jowett translation.) This standpoint, this 
manner of envisaging what he took as material for 
his work, might have been worthless had future events 
taken a different turn. Such a risk is run by every 
historian of the contemporary; his is a wager against 
fortune. But if the historian, like Thucydides, is will- 
ing to take his stand in the midst of the flux of affairs, 
confident of the depth of his awareness of the con- 
temporary, he can accept this wager. And sometimes 
he will be rewarded. Thucydides himself found that 
his original standpoint was justified, for when he 
came to render an account of the Sicilian adventure, 
which, as he saw, furnished the climax of the war, he 
was able in all truth to write: “But worse than all 
was the cruel necessity of maintaining two wars at 
once, and they carried on both with a determination 
which no one would have believed unless he had 
actually seen it . . . that in the seventeenth year from 

8 C/., Bury: The Ancient Greek Historians, on Thucydides. Also 
Creuzer’s old-fashioned but excellent Die Htstorische Kunst der 
Criechen (particularly p. soy ) 
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the first invasion, after so exhausting a struggle, the 
Athenians should have been strong enough and bold 
enough to go to Sicily at all, and to plunge into a 
fresh war as great as that in which they were already 
engaged— how contrary was all this to the expectation 
of mankind.” And at the close of his account of the 
expedition, Thucydides says: “Of all Hellenic actions 
which are on record, this was the greatest— the most 
glorious to the victors, the most ruinous to the van- 
quished; for they were utterly and at all points de- 
feated, and their sufferings were prodigious. Fleet 
and army perished from the face of the earth; nothing 
was saved, and of the many who went forth few re- 
turned home. Thus ended the Sicilian expedition.” 

Whatever other difficulties arise in the way of the 
historian of the contemporary, this remains the most 
formidable, that subsequent events may prove his 
original envisagement of his material to have been 
mistaken or trivial. But the fact that this obstacle 
can, in some cases, be overcome, shows that the field 
of the historian’s activity cannot be limited to facts 
of the past. 

We have now before us, in brief, the main outlines 
of what any analysis of the field of historical inquiry 
might reveal. We have seen that a history is differen- 
tiated from knowledge in the physical sciences in be- 
ing a descriptive narration of a particular series of 
events which has taken place; in consisting not in the 
formulation of laws of which the particular case is an 
instance, but in the description of the events in their 

13 



THE PROBLEM OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE 

actual determining relationships to each other; in 
seeing events as the products and producers o£ change. 
We have seen, furthermore, that the field of histori- 
cal inquiry deals with human events of societal 
significance, treated with respect to their societal con- 
text and implications. Finally, we have attempted to 
show that it is an eiror to introduce either the concept 
of development or of pastness into the delimitation of 
the historical field of inquiry. With this preliminary 
analysis behind us we may turn to a consideration of 
the widespread contemporary scepticism in regard to 
historical knowledge. 
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Part I 

HISTORICAL RELATIVISM 


"De plus, il s’en faut bien que les 
faits ddcnts dans I’histoire xie soient 
la peintuie exacte des mSmes laits 
tel qu’ils sent arrives- ils changent 
de forme dans la tele de I’historian, 
ils se moulent sur ces intdr^ts, ils 
prennent la teint de ses prdjuges.” 

J.-J. Rousseau. 




CHAPTER I 


Historical Relativism; A Statement 

It is a well known fact that not only philosophers but 
practicing historians have become sceptical of the 
claims that history yields objective knowledge of the 
past. Most recently both Carl Becker and Charles. 
Beard have enunciated theoretical positions which 
leave no doubt as to their espousal of what we shall 
call historical relativism. Becker says: “It must then 
be obvious that living history, the ideal series of 
events that we affirm and hold in memory, since it is 
so intimately associated with what we are doing and 
with what we hope to do, cannot be precisely the 
same for all at any given time, or the same from one 
generation to another.” ^ “In the history of history a 
myth is a once valid but now discarded version of the 
human story, as our now valid versions will in due 
course be relegated to the category of discarded 
myths.” ^ “The form and significance of remembered 
events, like the extension and velocity of physical 
objects will vary with the time and place of the ob- 
server.” ® History is written, says Becker, “in the serv- 

1 Carl Becker Everyman His Own Htstonan, p. 842. 

^ Ibid , p 247. 

8 Ibtd., p. 25s. 
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ice of Ml. Everyman’s emotional needs." * And, he 
adds, that “it should be a relief to us to renounce 
omniscience, to recognize that e^very^gfijxej^ion, our 
own included, will, must inevitably, understan^Tjhe 
past ^n d. anticip ate the Tutufe in the light of its own 
restr icted experience , must inevitably play dh the 
liead whatever trickr7t^fihds“n'eCe's^fy for ~its’’iivra 
peace of mind." ’’ Beard speaks in the same vein when 
he says: “Every student of history knows that his col- 
leagues have been influenced in their selection and 
ordering of materials by their biases, prejudices, be- 
liefs, affections, general upbringing and experience, 
particularly social and economic; and if he has a 
sense of propriety, to say nothing of humor, he ap- 
plies the canon to himself, leaving no exception to 
the rule ’’ 

This point of view, as expressed by Beard, received 
criticism at the hands of T. C. Smith in an article 
which contended that historical writing could and 
should be objective.' To this article Beard replied 
with a more comprehensive statement of the reasons 
for historical relativism.® Thus within the American 
Historical Association the issue has been joined, 
relativism having at last found a place awaiting it in 

^ Ibid , p 2ga. 

6 Ibid , p 2g3 

0 Charles Beard' Written History as an Act of Faith (American 
Historical RevietUj VoL gg, p, 220.) 

1 The Writing of American History, xS 8 ^-iyy,f (American Histoii- 
tal Review, Vol 40, pp. 439 {£,) 

s That Noble Dream (American Historical Review, Vol. 41, pp. 
74 ff.) Gf Beard and Vagts. Currents tn Historiography (American 
Historical Review, Vol. 42, pp. 460 ff.) 
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the minds o£ some of our outstanding historians 

When we search out the meaning of what Beard, 
Becker and others of the relativists have written, and 
when we reduce this meaning to its least common 
denominator, we find historical relativism to be the 
view that no historical work grasps the nature of the 
past (or present) immediately, that whatever “truth” 
a historical work contains is relative to the condition- 
ing processes under which it arose and can only be 
understood with reference to those processes. To use 
an example taken from Beard, the works of Ranke 
do not contain objective truth: whatever "truth" they 
contain is limited by the psychological, sociological, 
and other, conditions under which Ranke wrote. 
Andj according to Beard, the “truth” contained in 
Ranke's works can only be understood if we take into 
account the personality of Ranke, the politics of his 
class and country, and what, in Whitehead’s phrase, 
could be called the mental climate of his times. 

Now the fact that every historical work, like any 
intellectual endeavor, is limited by psychological and 
sociological conditions (to mention only two) is in- 
disputable. The radical novelty in historical rela- 
tivism lies in the fact that it claims that the truth 
of the work, its meaning and validity, can only be 
grasped by referring its content to these conditions. 
In short, the relativist believes that to understand a 
history we must not only understand what is said, in 
it but also why this is said. This would appear to be 
an example of what philosophers are pleased to call 
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“the genetic fallacy.’’ Karl Mannheim, one of the 
most acute and philosophical of the relativists, has at- 
tempted, as we shall see, to show that in this particu- 
lar case “the genetic fallacy” is no fallacy, being both 
philosophically sound and indispensable as a method.® 

The line of reasoning which leads the historical 
relativist to this position must now be traced back to 
its source. Whatever important differences between 
relativists emerge in the course of their arguments, 
the fountain-head of relativism is to be found in in- 
terpretations placed upon the indisputable fact that 
the historian selects and synthesizes his material. If 
relativism is a mistaken view of historical knowledge 
it is so because the relativist has based his argument 
on a false view of historical synthesis. Let us turn, 
therefore, to an examination of what the relativist as- 
sumes regarding selection and synthesis. 

The clue to the relativist’s view on this point lies 
in the fact that no relativist (with the exception of 
Croce, a metaphysical idealist) denies that “the facts’’ 
of history are objectively ascertainable. He does, how- 
ever, draw a distinction between these facts as given 
and the historical account which the historian builds 
out of them. Beard, for example, quotes Andrew D. 
White with approval when the latter says: “While 
acknowledging the great value of special investiga- 
tions ... to historical knowledge in individual na- 
tions, it is not too much to say that the highest effort 
and noblest result toward which these special histori- 


s C/., below, pp. 76 it. 
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cal inves ligations lead is the philosophical syntheses 
of all special results,” And Beard, in this connection, 
himself refers to “both sides of the problem of his- 
toriography: the special, the detailed, the verified, the 
documented— and the philosophical.” The intima- 
tion here is, of course, that the “research historian” 
merely quarries stone, while the other, the “philoso- 
phical” (the great) historian raises the edifice. 

On the assumption that the materials for a histori- 
cal work are objectively given in the form of mani- 
fold signs as to what actually occurred, the historian 
must collect, compare, and assort these if he is to con- 
struct an account of the happening. But the relativist 
holds that in giving such an account the actual occur- 
rence becomes lost to the historian through his manip- 
ulation of the objective traces which those events left. 
Far from holding up a perfect mirror to events, it is 
claimed that the historian’s account of necessity dis- 
torts what he seeks to have it reflect. It will be wortli 
considerable pains to make clear just what the relativ- 
ist holds to be the nature of the distorting elements 
in historical writing. 

Most obvious of the conditions which make a his- 
torical account differ from the occurrences which it 
seeks to depict is the fact tliat every occurrence de- 
scribed by the historian is demonstrably richer in 
content than is his account. This is the case for sev- 
eral reasons. 

10 That Noble Dream (American Historical Review, Vol. 41 , p. 
79 t-) 
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The first is that much of the actual content of the 
occurrence cannot have been directly grasped by the 
historian. Let us suppose that the occurrence in ques- 
tion IS a contemporary one, for example a battle 
which the historian witnessed. He cannot have seen 
the battle from every point of view simultaneously. 
He may have been caught in the thick of it, and so 
be in a position to describe one aspect of it fully; but 
then he would be obliged to rely on the testimony of 
others concerning that which he had not himself seen. 
Or he may have been at some vantage point and have 
observed the ebb and flow of the whole; but then he 
would have lost the details in the welter of confusion. 
If tliis is characteristic of the historian’s position in 
regard to contemporary events (an exception is of 
course to be found in historical autobiography), it 
can readily be seen that when the historian deals with 
the past he is at even more of a disadvantage: he must 
see that past through preserved documents which may 
be in the form of fragmentary, unjoined records, or 
in the form of contempoiary accounts, where the con- 
temporary historian was beset by difficulties identical 
in kind with those just mentioned. What is true of a 
historian describing a battle, whether he witnessed 
it himself, or whether he received information con- 
cerning it from other sources, is true of the historian 
in every case; his contact with the object which he 
seeks to describe is limited, he can not have experi- 
enced it directly in its entirety, How then can any 
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historian hope to render an account which will do 
justice to the original? 

Secondly, the relativist is prone to argue, the his- 
torian does not even include in his account all the 
material with which he is either directly or indirectly 
acquainted. He selects certain aspects of the event 
which he describes, ignoring other aspects. No his- 
torian, for example, would trace the fate of every 
common soldier through the course of a battle, even 
if the necessary documents for such a procedure were 
at his disposal. Does not this show that a historical 
description is inadequate to the actuality with which 
it supposedly deals, giving us but one arbitrarily 
selected perspective on the material in question? And 
does not this mean that the description reflects the 
historian’s personal interests and bias as clearly as it 
reflects the mere facts on which he bases it? 

Thirdly, the relativist can argue that the historian’s 
account is inadequate to the object which he seeks to 
describe, since the whole sense of immediacy and im- 
pact which one would have in experiencing a battle 
is assuredly not accurately portrayed in a historical 
work. All of the emotion and the sense of immediate 
presence which is felt by the participants in an event, 
and which therefore in some sense belong to that 
event, come dimly if at all through the fine legible 
pages of print from which we gain our supposed 
knowledge of history. How then can a historical ac- 
count be held to be adequate to its object? 

It will be seen that the first and third of these argu- 
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ments refer chiefly to practical difficulties which beset 
the historian; the incompleteness of his acquaintance 
with the facts, and his inability to recapture and por- 
tray their full emotional impact upon the persons who 
originally experienced them. But the relativist is not 
prone to lay much weight upon these practical diffi- 
culties; his chief concern, as we have stated, is always 
with the selective, synthetic aspect of the historian’s 
work Consequently the major force of this first gen- 
eral argument is felt to reside in the contention that 
the historian selects— even from among the limited 
number of facts which are ascertainable— only those 
which seem of “historical” importance to him. On 
this ground alone It would (to the relativist) be clear 
that every historical work falsifies its purported ob- 
ject, never containing the full amount of actual con- 
tent which that occurrence possessed. This, however, 
forms but one of the arguments by means of which 
the relativist attempts to gain support for his view. 

A second argument for relativism is drawn from the 
fact that every historical account reveals its object as 
possessing a structure, a continuity, a pattern, which, 
according to the relativist, the original occurrence did 
not in Itself possess. For example, an account of the 
development of a style of architecture, or of the 
changes in an institution, follows a single thread of 
narrative through successive stages, giving the reader 
a sense of order and continuity. But the relativist 
argues that our own immediate experience of events 
such as these yields no clear sense of order. When we, 
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in the midst of changes, seek to say just how architec- 
ture, or the pattern of labor organization, is changing, 
we may seek to prophesy what the future will bring, 
but we have no feeling that a single, simple strand 
of continuity runs through the changes which we wit- 
ness. Yet in turning to a historical account of changes 
such as these the interconnection of the facts is so 
apparent that it seems as if there must have existed 
in the very events some such interconnectedness— 
precisely what our immediate experience of those 
events failed to show. 

Put in another way, the relativist’s claim may be 
understood if we ask ourselves the question: Why is 
it that in order to gain any sense of certainty 
(whether real or illusory) regarding a historical 
event, we (as histoiians) must be placed at a distance 
from the object which we seek to describe? To this 
question the relativist finds an answer in his con- 
tention that selection implies falsification, a render- 
ing simple of what is in itself complex. It is only 
when we have simplified (falsified) events that we be- 
come “certain” as to what has actually occurred. So 
long as we stand in the midst of change, the future 
impends, and warns against certainty; only if we 
should possess the faith of an Augustine or a Bossuet 
in a divine (or an economic) necessity, could we dare 
to be wholly convinced by our own simplifications. 
Only a remote and broken past can be simplified 
without avenging itself by upsetting our simplifica- 
tions. Herein lies the relativist’s explanation of rvhy 
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historians feel that some events are “too dose” to be 
historically treated. 

The full import of the relativist’s contention that 
historical events are in themselves discontinuous and 
structureless can only be grasped when we take note 
of the fact that every historical account necessarily 
bears the mark of continuity and structure. That this 
is so can readily be seen if we but recall what was 
said concerning the manner in which the historian 
views an event or series of events. We found that the 
historian’s task lies in understanding the concrete 
nature of some event with reference to a series of 
events which determined its character. This task it- 
self guarantees that every historical work should man- 
ifest both structure and continuity. For in viewing 
each of a series of events as determining the character 
of some one given event, a historical work necessarily 
possesses a structure; each of many events is seen as 
a contributing factor in the change which is mani- 
fested through the one event as a whole. And like- 
wise a certain continuity is present, for the historian 
has singled out of the whole historical process this 
one event whose nature he seeks to understand and 
account for; that which does not serve to account for 
this event is omitted. In this we see that the nature 
of the historian’s task in understanding the concrete 
processes of change makes it inevitable that every 
historical work should manifest structure and con- 
tinuity. Bearing this in mind it becomes obvious that 
a view which holds that in themselves historical 
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events are unstructured and discontinuous is neces- 
sarily a relativistic view of historical knowledge. 

The relativist’s denial that historical events in 
themselves possess continuity and structure must, of 
course, rest on metaphysical grounds. The type of 
relativist with whom we have been dealing does not 
attempt to make his metaphysics explicit: for him 
it is sufficient to claim that his immediate “experi- 
ence” reveals no such continuity and structure as is 
portrayed in a historical work. But quite explicit 
metaphysical considerations— and these of a wholly 
different sort— may also lead to relativism. 

On certain metaphysical grounds it may be claimed 
that the historian, far from attributing too much con- 
tinuity and structure to events, is really guilty of 
vicious abstractionism. Here events themselves possess 
an ultimate interconnectedness which the historian’s 
merely partial record distorts. Bradley, for example, 
using the metaphysics of absolute idealism, would 
claim that every historical work represents an abstrac- 
tion from a more real and ultimate continuity. In his 
essay What is the Real Julius Caesar? Bradley 
says: “How far then, we ask, is the reality of the 
individual to extend? It extends, I reply, in a word, 
just so far as it works. As far as any man has knowl- 
edge, so far, I insist, the man himself really is there 
in what is known. And it seems even obvious that his 
reality goes out as far as what we call his influence 

extends And, if it is objected that the limits have 

now become too indefinite to be fixed, I reply that I 
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both recognize and accept this consequence. It is a 
consequence which conflicts, so far as I see, with 
nothing better than prejudice." Accepting such a 
conclusion, it will be apparent that the continuity 
which a historical account possesses does not deal 
adequately with the material which it seeks to de- 
scribe, for the continuity of that material will extend 
far beyond the continuity depicted in the account in 
question. This view Beard himself appears to accept, 
when, in defending relativism, he speaks of the his- 
torian as "cutting off connection with the uni- 
versal,” and of the historian’s view of events as “arbi- 
trarily established.” 

On metaphysical grounds other than those adopted 
by Bradley, such diverse thinkers as William Stern 
and Bergson have come to conclusions quite like 
those which Bradley reached. For both Bergson and 
Stern the past is plastic, being formed by the future. 
For Stern the objects of historical knowledge are 
actually constituted by the shafts of memory which 
reach back toward them: their intrinsic nature is but 
a limiting concept.^® Thus every historical object 
changes with changes in its description; every his- 
torian alters what he seeks to find. On this view, 
therefore, it is meaningless to think that the con- 
tinuity inherent in the historian’s account is also 
characteristic of the historical object which he seeks 

Essays on Truth and Reality, p. 423; Cf , pp. 425, 427, 

12 Written History as an Act of Faith (American Historical Re- 
view, Vol. 39, p. 228) 

18 Person und Sache, Vol HI (Wertphilosophie), pp. 290 fl. 
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to depict, for the object dianges its nature as often 
as it is recalled, it develops long after it is “gone.” 
In a similar manner Bergson holds that the past is 
plastic, being formed by the future. He says: 
“Nothing hinders us today from linking the roman- 
ticism of the nineteenth century to that which was 
already romantic in the classicists. But the romantic 
aspect of classicism only became separate through the 
retroactive effect of romanticism once it appeared. If 
there had not been a Rousseau, a Chateaubriand, a 
Vigny, a Victor Hugo, not only would one never 
have perceived it, but there would not really have 
been any romanticism among those classicists; this 
romanticism of the classicists only results from the 
isolation of a certain aspect in their works, and that 
which is isolated did not exist in its particular form 
in classic literatuie before the appearance of roman- 
ticism, any more than a pleasing design which an 
artist perceives in a passing cloud exists in that cloud 
before its amorphous mass is organized at the pleas- 
ure of his fantasy.” 

In all of these views, the continuity which the his- 
torian’s account possesses is an inaccurate reflection of 
the continuity which the object of the accounts pos- 
sessed.^® For, according to these views, the past actu- 
ally changes after it is “past,” and, since the historian 
is caught in the present, the continuity which he 

14 La Pensee et le Mouvant, p. 23. 

10 Because of other metaphysical views which Bergson holds it 
may not be strictly accurate to include him here. But it is obvious 
that some thinkers might use Bergson’s argument for their own 
relativistic purposes 
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ascribes to his object will be relative to the time at 
which he writes. For example, if the “real” Caesar 
changes with every influence which Caesar exerted, 
a historian writing before the Fascist March on Rome 
could not mirror the continuity and structure of cer- 
tain events in the history of ancient Rome as ade- 
quately as could a historian writing some few years 
later. And further, unless memory fails, the history 
of ancient Rome will always go on changing, and no 
accurate account of it will ever be written. 

We have now seen (in its two basic forms) the 
second major argument for relativism: the conten- 
tion that the continuity and structure which a his- 
torical account contains do not accurately reflect 
the real nature of the events with which the historian 
is supposedly dealing. On the one hand this view 
may be based on our immediate experience of the 
contemporary, in which case the continuity of the his- 
torical account will be a mere reflection of the histo- 
rian’s mental processes: an imposition of order upon 
chaos. Such is the view of Simkhovitch: “Every time 
that we appeal to factual relationships of the past 
all we get is the mentality of. the historian or an 
assorted variety of such mentalities.” On the other 
hand, this view may be based on a metaphysics which 
holds that the continuity and structure to be found 
in historical works are different from the continuity 
and structure which the events themselves possess. As 

Approaches to History, II (Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 45, 
p. 486) 
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we have seen, such appears to be the view of Beard. 
Regardless of which side is taken in this argument, 
whether it be the urgency of experience or the com- 
pulsion of a metaphysics that is heeded, it is a rela- 
tivistic position to claim that the continuity and 
structure which is inevitably present in a historical 
synthesis is false to the nature of historical events. 

The third, and perhaps most characteristic, argU' 
ment for relativism attempts to show that far from 
being objective, all historical knowledge is value 
charged. By “value-charged” is here meant that every 
hlstoiac^'^‘ndglirent''Ca1^^^ a positive or negative 
charge, an aspect of affinity for or repulsion from its 
object. This value element, this aspect of being for 
or against the material depicted in the account, is 
furthermore held to determine the synthetic phase of 
the historian’s activity. According to the relativist, the 
historian, with a manifold of objectively given facts 
at his disposal, unwittingly and necessarily constructs 
his account under the dominance of the particular 
values which are his. The whole account therefore, ■ 
being a product of his synthetic vision, is through 
and through valuational: if one were to try to sepa- , 
rate out the implicit valuations which the finished 
work contains, it would, according to the relativist, 
disintegrate into a compilation of disconnected, 
meaningless facts, and cease to be a history. 

The grounds for this contention must be admitted 
to have the virtue of being based on a careful exam- 
ination of the conditions under which historical works 
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arise. H one asks the question, for example, how it 
happened that Polybius wrote just such a historical 
account as he did, one can find at least the rudiments 
of an explanation in considering the conditions of his 
personal life. In spite of the objectivity for which he 
strove, an objectivity which he claimed could alone 
make historical study fulfil its proper function as an 
educative force, there are signs throughout his work 
of a personal evaluation of events. For example, in 
spite of his claim that patriotism should not influence 
the historian, his account of Achaean politics is col- 
ored by his own Achaean bias, and he is, in Bury’s 
words, "disposed to make their attitude to the 
Achaean League the measure for judging other Greek 
States.” ” Likewise, his complete personal reconcilia- 
tion to the extension of the Roman Empire sets the 
tone for the second, and major, porlion of his work; 
for, when he says that he is describing the adminis- 
tration of the empire after its military triumph in 
order that “the present generation will ‘learn from 
this whether they should shun or seek the rule of 
Rome; and future generations will be taught whether 
to praise and iihitate, or to decry it,” there is some 
foundation for the contention that he is really justify- 
ing Roman dominion and seeking to show his fellow- 
Greeks the wisdom of acquiescence.^" 

Thus in Polybius, as in others, it is clear that a his- 
torian’s life is at least partially reflected in his work. 

i’’ Ancient Greek Historians, p. si’]', Cf,, p. 815 £. 

18 Book. HI, Sec. 4 (Shuckburgh translation). 

19 Bury, op. cit., p. *17. 
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Could we really understand certain aspects of the 
writings of Grote without the background of Ben- 
thamism, or interpret some of what J. R. Green has 
said without his Gladstonian Liberalism? ““ But the 
relativist, not content with holding to this simple ob- 
servation, goes on to insist that the values which 
determine the historian’s personality completely de- 
termine the nature of his work as a whole. These 
values, according to the relativist’s analysis, reveal 
themselves in a dual guise in every historical work; 
like a two-faced Janus the valuational standpoint of 
the historian looks backward and forward at once. It 
is the relativist’s contention that the values which de- 
termine the historian's personality automatically, and 
perhaps against his will, determine his reactions to 
various aspects of the past, since that past, being com- 
prised of events having societal significance, is itself 
value-laden. Thus the past and its values are re- 
fracted through the personality of the historian, 
through the values which he himself accepts; the past 
as it was in itself cannot be discovered in any his- 
torian’s work. On the other hand the historian’s valu- 
ational standpoint is also forward-looking. The 
historian, living in an age which possesses its own 
problems, can not be wholly submerged in the past: 
the future beckons and threatens. Thus there is also 
a prospective side to the historian’s set of values, and 
through it the future, with its demands and its con- 
flicts, enters into the historian’s mind and that prod- 
20 Cf., Ernest Scott. History and Historical Problems, p. ga f. 
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uct of his mind's synthetic activity, his work. Both of 
these aspects can be seen in Polybius’ work; in his 
patriotism that colors his account of the past, and in 
his forward-looking “advice” to the Greek people to 
subscribe to Roman dominion. 

The "new kind of historian” for whom James 
Harvey Robinson was seeking, the historian “who 
will utilize the information painfully amassed by the 
older ones in order to bring it to bear on the quan- 
daries of our life today,” is, according to Troeltsch 
and to Teggart, no different from the older historians. 
For Troeltsch (although he strives to escape relativ- 
ism) insists on the close relation between the evalua- 
tion of the past and the demands of the future,^® and 
Teggart says: “A Mommsen, Ferrero or Eduard 
Meyei may present the picture of a distant past, but 
he speaks always with the voice of his own generation, 
and gives utterance to the ideas and aspirations of his 
own community.” 

But this is not all. The relativist is not content to 
hold that the valuational factors which determine the 
nature of a historical work are personal sympathies 
or antipathies for certain aspects of the past and per- 
sonal hopes for the , future. With this he blends the 

2 ^Apud T. C. Smith' The Writing of American History, 1884- 
(American Historical Review, Vol. 40, p. 448.) 
jber Histousmus und seine Probleme, p. 117 (Cf., pp. 113, 116, 
11 9, 169, goo). 

sif Frologomena to History, p. 208 Cf., Ernest Scott- History and 
Historical Problems, p. igo £.; Thi Lessing' Geschichte ah Sinngeb- 
ung des Smnlosen, sec ig, and, A. v. Hainacwk. Die Sicherheit 
imd die Grenzen geschichlltcher Erkenntnis For an attack on this 
point o£ -view, cf., Butterfield’s excellent little book. The Whig 
Interpretation of History 
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view that the categories which determine the basic 
structure of any specific historical work are but re- 
flections of societal conditions and therefore will 
change from age to age. In substantiation of this 
broader argument the relativist can point to the fact 
that history is constantly being rewritten in terms 
which each succeeding era best understands. He 
argues that if historical writing were objective, that 
is, if it were a faithful description of what actually 
occurred, the history of a given event would be as 
unchanging from age to age as is the multiplication 
table.^'* But the fact of the matter is, according to the 
relativist, that history must constantly be revised in 
terms which have meaning for the generation or 
civilization to which the historian belongs. When new 
values come to the forefront, as a result of changes 
in societal conditions, old histories must be discarded, 
or at least rewritten from the new point of view. It 
is thus that the relativist explains such phenomena as 
the changes in mterpietation of Ancient Greek history 
and life: the change, for example, which took place 
between the “classicism” of Winckelmann and 
Goethe, and the “romanticism” of Holderlin and 
Nietzsche. Croce, expressing this in his own terras, 
holds, as we shall see, that the spirit of man must 
always respond to the demands of his age, and that 
a perpetual rewriting of history is a direct conse- 
quence of this necessity.®® 

24 Beard: That Noble Dream (Americary Historical Review, Vol. 41, 

P- 76)- 

26 Prtmt Saggi, p. viii; History, p. 25. 
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In regard to this third relativistic contention it is 
important to note that the values which are held to 
determine the historian’s selection and synthesis of his 
materials are in turn held to be determined by the 
^''personality of the histoiian and by the age in which 
he lives. According to this analysis, they are deter- 
mined by the present or future, and the very idea 
that they can give an accurate objective account of 
ihe past is thereby rendered absurd. An insistence 
on the conditioned (non-transcendent) character of 
values and an insistence on knowledge as vahie- 
charged can have only one resultant: relativism. It is 
for this reason that we have called this the most char- 
acteristic argument for relativism. It is also one of the 
only two points on which such diverse thinkers as 
Croce, Dilthey, and Mannheim agree. 

In conclusion let us summarize our brief sketch of 
the arguments on which contemporary historical rela- 
tivism rests. We may say that the doctrine of rela- 
tivism holds that no historical account can faithfully 
depict the past since, first, the actual occurrences of 
history are richer in content than any account of them 
can possibly be; second, because the continuity and 
(Structure which historical works necessarily possess 
do not afford a true parallel to the continuity and 
structure which characterize the events of history; 
and, third, because the historian of necessity passes 
value-judgments, and these are relevant to the pres- 
ent but not to the past. All three arguments, it will 
ibe seen, are directed against the historian’s selective 
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synthetic procedure. Therefore, a full answer to rela- 
tivism is not to be attained, as most have sought to 
attain it, by insisting that the values of the present 
are also relevant to the past; such an answer ean only 
be reached through a patient examination of the na- 
ture of historical synthesis. 
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Three Historical Relativists 

Turning from a generalized statement of the nature 
of historical relativism we must examine some of the 
specific formulations of that position. We have chosen 
to deal with the doctrines of Croce, Dilthey, and 
Mannheim as affording a representative survey of 
the relativistic position. Taken singly, these three men 
afford three variant interpretations of the nature of 
historical knowledge, each interpretation forming an 
integral part of a more general philosophic system.. 
Taken together, however, their work illustrates the 
basis on which historical relativism is established 
within any system whatsoever. 

In the present chapter our propedure will be con- 
fined to the analytical exposition and criticism of each 
of the positions taken singly. Only after this has been 
done shall we be in a position to show the common 
basis which historical relativism has within each of 
these .systems. The gi-eat disadvantage of this method 
of exposition is obvious: it may be difficult for the 
reader who is unacquainted with the literature of our 
problem to find any unifying strand in our discus- 
sion. On the other hand the advantages of the pro- 
cedure Ear outweigh this literary disadvantage which 
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attaches to it. For, in the first place, it is manifestly 
unfair to rip specific views of the nature of historical 
knowledge out of their original context and to treat 
them merely as representative of that which we are 
attempting to prove. In the second place, if we are to 
refute the views of Croce, Dilthey, and Mannheim we 
can only do so by examining those views as they stand. 
To attack merely the common element in their 
thought would be, at this point in our exposition, to 
attack a man of straw. Finally, since there exists in 
English no adequate summary exposition of the views 
of historical knowledge held by these men it may be 
of service to present those views in their entirety. 

Following this somewhat ungainly procedure, we 
shall in the present chapter consider the views of 
Croce, Dilthey, and Mannheim as unrelated insular 
phenomena. In Chapter III we shall attempt, among 
other things, to show the more basic structure upon 
which these apparently isolated phenomena are 
reared. 

CROCE (1866-/352) 

In dealing with the doctrine of historical knowl- 
edge which Croce expounds we face the problem of 
rendering explicit views which are not in general 
acceptable to the majority of philosophers and which 
demand a thorough knowledge of the system in which 
they have their being. This system is not without its 
ambiguities and internal inconsistencies, a fact which 
makes it difficult to sift out the essential teachings of 
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Croce in regard to historical knowledge. Added to 
this systematic difficulty, and closely associated with 
it, is the fact that Croce’s views have developed grad- 
ually, so that one may not take any single work as 
definitive of the Crocean point of view. For this rea- 
son we shall approach the theory which is formulated 
in History^ Its Theory and Practice (a compara- 
tively late work) through a discussion of some of the 
key concepts of the Crocean system, showing just how 
those concepts led Croce to the relativistic position 
which he finally adopts. 

The starting point of Groce’s philosophy is its abso- 
lute rejection of materialism; as is well known, the 
volumes which most completely present Croce’s 
thought are collectively known as “Philosophy of the 
Spirit.” The province of the Spirit is then divided 
into two: that occupied by the theoretic activity and 
that of the practical activity, the first being the sphere 
of knowledge, the second of will. It is with the sphere 
of knowledge that we are here concerned. Now this 
sphere has within it two forms of activity, the intui- 
tional and the conceptual. The science of pure intui- 
tion is Aesthetic, the science of the pure concept is 
Logic. With Croce’s views of these sciences we are 
not concerned, except in so far as we must under- 
stand what Croce means by intuition and by the con- 
cept. Our field, the field of historical knowledge, is 
neither the field of pure intuition, nor of the pure 
:oncept. For Croce, as we shall see, the historical 
judgment contains both intuitional and conceptual 
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elements. Let us now examine Croce’s characteriza- 
tion of it. 

In his first work on the subject, his lectures to 
the Accademia Pontaniana (now most accessible in 
his Pnmi Saggt), Croce examines the problem of 
whether history is a science or an art. In opposition 
to Bernheim and others he insists that history can not 
be classed among the sciences, for the latter deal with 
concepts; “where there is not a formation of concepts 
there is not science.” ^ According to him science con- 
structs categories and concepts under which it is able 
to subsume experience and deal with it practically: 
"If natural sciences be spoken of, apart from philos- 
ophy, we must observe that these are not perfect 
sciences; they are aggregate of cognitions, arbitrarily 
abstracted and fixed”; * and, “those sciences ... de- 
velop representative concepts, which are not intui- 
tions, but spiritual formations of a practical nature”; “ 
"the natural sciences are not directed to action, but 
are, themselves, actions: their practical nature is not 
extrinsic but constitutive/’* Thus Croce says that 
what is "true” (theoretic rather than practical) in 
the natural sciences "is either philosophy or historical 
fact.” ® This subsumption of experience under con- 
cepts is then the characteristic of science. But the his- 
torian is not interested in any such procedure, being 
interested in narration: “the ideal of history has not 

iPrimi Saggi, p. i6, 

2 Aesthetic, p. 30. 

3 Logic, p. 330 f. 

4 Logic, p. 33*. 

» Aesthetic, p. 30. 
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changed, because ii cannot change. History nar- 
rates.” “ But if history is not science, a question re- 
mains: is it art? In his first essay, Croce’s answer holds 
that it must be, since there are only two possible cog- 
nitive operations: understanding (intendere) and be- 
'holding (contemplare), the first of which is science, 
the second art. It is here beside the point to inquire 
whether or not he is right in drawing such a con- 
clusion, and in saying; “Whenever one subsumes the 
particular under the general one is being a scientist, 
whenever one represents the particular as such one is 
being an artist.” ^ Our only purpose is to show that in 
these essays he subsumes history under the general 
concepts of art. As we shall soon see, this early view 
receives later modifications. 

Croce, having subsumed history under the concept 
of art, was then forced to distinguish between his- 
torical narration and aesthetic beholding in the nar- 
rower sense. This he did in limiting history to the 
beholding of that which had actually happened. 
While the sphere of aesthetic activity was free of all 
questions in regard to the existential status of its con- 
templated object, historical narration had to separate 
the actual from the possible, and confine itself to the 
realm of the actual. 

To this difference between art and history Groce in 
a sense still holds,® although he no longer believes 
that history is to be subsumed under the concept of 

oprimi Saggij p. ig. 

7 Pnmi Saggi, p 43; c/., ibid., p. 56. 

8 Cf., Practical, p. 265 f. 
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aesthetic knowledge. This modification in his doctrine 
took place when he turned his attention to the nature 
of the concept.® Thereupon it became clear to him 
that the presence of an assertion concerning the actual 
occurrence of events, which is the distinguishing 
mark of history, involves a conceptual element. Thus 
history is not aesthetic (non-conceptual). In the 
Aesthetic he still held that while the content of 
history is different from that of the aesthetic, its form 
is the same.’® But in the Logic and in other later 
works he holds that history is to be equated with the 
individual judgment, in which the subject is an intui- 
tion, the predicate a concept.^^ From this it would 
appear, then, that history is a third form of the theo- 
retic, to he subsumed neither under the pure intui- 
tion nor the pure concept. But this Croce rejects, iden- 
tifying Philosophy and History in his attempted proof 
of the identity of the pure concept, or definition, and 
the individual judgment.^® 

We shall not inquire with what right Croce holds 
that the definition, or pure concept, is historically de- 
termined and thus identical with the individual judg- 
ment, but shall confine ourselves to the problem in 
hand’ the nature of a historical judgment. 

The Crocean doctrine of the historical, or indi- 
vidual, judgment rests on the foundation that all 
judgment of fact (perception) demands both a presen- 

0 Cf , Pn'rrn Saggi, p xi L, Logic, pp. IE. 

10 Aesthetic, p. aS f. 

11 Cf., Logic, Pt. II, Ch. g: Problemi, p. 14; Practical, p. f 

12 Logic, Pt I, Sec. III. Ch. 1 and a. Part II, Ch. 4. 
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tational and a conceptual element. The doctrine is, 
however, somewhat complicated on the side of the 
conceptual element involved, and we can summarize 
it in only the most cursory fashion.^® Let us state it as 
follows: The individual judgment predicates a true 
concept of an intuition (which we shall presently ex- 
amine). A true concept is both ultrarepresentative 
(not given by a single representation, nor by a group 
of representations) and omnirepresentative (having a 
representable content).^'^ An example of a true con- 
cept would be “quality,” “development,” "beauty," 
or the like; examples of pseudoconcepts being “house” 
(not ultrarepresentative) and “triangle” (not omni- 
representative). When the predicate assigned to an 
intuited content is a pseudoconcept, an individual 
pseudojudgment rather than a true individual judg- 
ment is the result, “ A mark of such individual 
pseudojudgments is the fact that in them is to be 
found “only the mechanical application of a predicate 
to a subject,” whereas the true individual judgment 
evidences a “penetration” of the predicate into the 
subject.^® While Croce does not deny the practical 
importance of individual pseudojudgments, he does 
deny their cognitive value. He seeks to show that the 
true individual judgment is presupposed in pseudo- 
judgments; to use his own example, that the judg- 
ment "The Transfiguration is a sacred picture,” pre- 

18 Gf, Logic, Pt. 1, Sec. II, Ch. 4-6. 
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supposes the judgment that "The Transfiguration is 
an aesthetic work.” Without questioning the accuracy 
o£ this illustration, or the validity of his general point, 
we may call attention to the position in which his 
rejection of the cognitive value of the individual 
pseudojudgment involves him. He is forced to say 
that these judgments must be abandoned when one 
seeks a historical knowledge of facts, although, as he 
admits, they are indispensable to the communication 
of the results of this historical knowledge (the latter 
being, of course, a practical activity for Croce). To 
use his own illustration: "If I pass mentally in re- 
view the material that must go to form the history of 
Italian painting or literature, I must of necessity ar- 
range it in works of greater or lesser importance, in 
plays and novels, in sacred pictures and landscapes, 
and so on; save when I wish to understand those 
facts historically, and then I must abandon those di- 
visions. I must abandon them during that act of com- 
prehension: but I must immediately resume them, if 
I wish to give the result of my historical research.” 
This does indeed lead us to doubt whether Croce's 
analysis is correct, and whether the pure concept (as 
he understands it) is in reality the predicate of the 
historical judgment. For it would seem to us that the 
historian is concerned with predicating specific em- 
pirical qualities of the subject, and of attributing 
specific works and deeds to a given series, and all 
l^Ibid., p, i8s. 
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these are surely pseudoconcepts of the non-ultrarep- 
resentative type. 

But to this general caveat against the Crocean doc- 
trine two rejoinders might be made: the first, that the 
historical judgment must place the intuited fact 
against the background of “the Whole” in order to 
lay claim to validity; the second, that in the historical 
judgment only the existential predicate (that the 
intuited fact did occur) is demanded. 

Now while it is true that the predication of a 
pseudoconcept will not place the intuited fact against 
the background of the Whole, it is at least question- 
able whether this is the purpose, or at least the sole 
purpose, of the historical judgment. That must, how- 
ever, be left an open question for the present. But the 
second rejoinder carries no weight whatsoever. It 
would aim to say that the whole content of a historical 
judgment is given in intuition, and that the historian 
need only apply the existential predicate to that con- 
tent in his judgment. Croce himself emphatically re- 
jects this alternative, insisting that the existential 
predicate is not sufficient for the true individual his- 
torical judgment, for within the subject are contained 
predicates beyond mere existence, and these can and 
must be expressed.^" But there is a reason even more 
cogent than Croce’s own words which makes us reject 
this alternative rejoinder. If it were sufficient for tire 
historical judgment to apply the pure concept of 


Logic, p. i8o, 
20 Ibid., pp. 175 
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existence to that which the mind intuits of the past, 
all possibility of denying the validity of any historical 
judgment would cease: whatever had been intuited 
would ipso facto be true, or, at least, could not be 
held to be false. But this is much farther than Croce 
wishes to have his relativism lead him: he still speaks 
in the realistic terms by means of which he had differ- 
entiated history from art.“^ 

Thus It may be said to be fairly well established 
that there is a reasonable ground on which to doubt 
Croce’s analysis of the conceptual element in the his- 
torical judgment. Much more important, however, is 
the intuitive element, for in intuition history has its 
source. Let us now analyze what Croce says concern- 
ing it. 

By the pure intuition Groce means the expressive 
aspect of spirit which is productive of images rather 
than of concepts. This expressive aspect is prior both 
to the concept and to the practical activity, for it is 
independent of them, while they are not independent 
of it. It is thus the basic form of the activity of spirit, 
and since nothing can be said to exist external to 
spirit, it is also the basis of existence. This point is of 
importance to remember, since it implies that intui- 
tion, while a form of knowing, is more than mere 
knowing: that it is creative of the object known. This 
object, which intuition apprehends in creating, is the 
image. The image, however, must not be taken as 
something akin to sensation, considered as “brute 

21 Cf, Logic, p. 156. 
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matter,” for the image already has form. Sensation, in 
the sense of formless matter, is a mere limit which we 
can postulate, but whose presence we can never ap- 
prehend.^2 This formless matter is "what the spirit of 
man suffers, but does not produce,” ““ yet without it 
spiritual activity could never be concrete. What is this 
formless matter which the spirit forms? In his later 
works Croce never again speaks, in the unguarded 
terms of the Aesthetic, of sensations as formless, 
nor of impressions as the equivalent of these. In the 
Logic he specifically holds that sensation must be 
considered as “something active and cognitive, or as 
a cognitive act; and not as something formless and 
passive or only active with the activity of life, and not 
with that of contemplation.” And in other later 
works he identifies that which is the “matter” of pure 
intuition with the “states of the soul.” Aside from 
concepts, he says, there is no spiritual content other 
than what is called appetite, tendency, feeling, will. 
These are all that make up the practical form of the 
spirit; intuition must therefore represent these.^® The 
"matter” of intuition thus no longer lies outside of 
the sphere of the spirit, but is the concrete content of 
individual volitional experience. Croce therefore de- 
nies that the “matter” of intuition, in the sense of a 
non-spiritual given, exists at all. What exists is con- 
crete form; to speak of the matter is to speak of a 

22 Aesthetic, p. 5 £. 

^^Ibid, p. 6. 

21 Logie, p 1. 

20 Problemi, p. *3. 
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specific £orm.“ With this he has rendered his philos- 
ophy o£ the Spirit consistent; pure intuition no longer 
demands an Unknown-X or sensibility (to use Kan- 
tian terms), £or it has its content in the individual 
psychic experience, and its content is concrete and 
changing £orm. 

Let us restate what we have £ound concerning 
Croce’s doctrine o£ pure intuition. The pure intuition 
is the basic form of the activity of spirit; in intuition 
the spirit gives form to the ever-changing volitional 
states of the soul. Intuition is direct awareness; it is 
the immediate expression of these states of the soul 
Further, it is independent of concepts; if concepts are 
present they are so fused as to lose their conceptual 
quality, and it is this that Croce means by “pure” 
intuition, an intuition to which the predicate of 
existence (a concept) is not even tacitly applied. 

Croce utilizes this doctrine of intuition with respect 
to the historical judgment by insisting that the subject 
of such a judgement— e.g., a batde or a political in- 
trigue— must be intuited by the historian.^’' 

But we may inquire whether this is really meaning- 
ful on Croce’s view of intuition. If intuition means 
the expression of states of the soul in the knower, how 
is the historian ever to come into “direct contact with 
the thing that happened?” How are we to "live 
again” the reality of the fact as it was lived, and as 
it "vibrates in the spirit of him who took part in 

28 Problemi, p 481. 

27 Logic, pp. 280 ff.; Practical, p. 27 £. 

28 Logic, p. 280: C/., La Critica, v. HI, p 252. 
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it?” Only on one metaphysical assumption would 
this seem to be possible; that the states of the soul of 
individuals axe parts of the Absolute; that the Idea 
unrolls, in Hegelian fashion, through each of us. This 
doctrine Croce, with his teaching concerning the 
universal Spirit, embraces. He says: ‘‘This historical 
web, which is and is not the work of individuals, 
constitutes, as has been said, the work of the universal 
Spirit, of which individuals are manifestations and 
instruments,” And yet our problem is not solved, 
for it would be necessary for the universal Spirit to 
manifest itself identically in two different instrumen- 
talities if the historian is to ‘‘live again” the occur- 
rence of the past. But it seems evident from Croce’s 
repeated insistence on eternal change that he would 
not consider this as a serious possibility.®^ Yet even if 
Croce held to the possibility of a recurrence of at 
least a ‘‘fragment” (so to speak) of the universal 
Spirit, he would not thereby render the historical 
judgment possible. For it would not be enough for 
an occurrence to be relived by an individual; that 
individual must recognize that he is reliving that 
occurrence. And for this he must transcend his indi- 
vidual point of view. But how is he to do this if 
intuition, the basis of all knowledge, ‘‘says nothing 
but what we as individuals experience, suffer and 
desire?” Here Croce brings forward his doctrine of 

29 Logic, p. «8o. 

90 Practical, p. 257: Cf., Logic, p. 254, Practical, p. 249. 

Logic, pp. 315, 317, 319; Uistartcal Materialism, p. io2, n. i; 
Practical, p. 247. 

83 Logic, p, 293 f. 
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the memory of the past: that the spirit of humanity 
remembers what has occurred.*^ Yet if this be not a 
mere metaphor based on the preservation of “sources 
as external things” (and thus not yet true history, 
which is a spiritual act), it must mean that the uni- 
versal Spirit remembers, for certainly no Leopold von 
Ranke ever remembered the Diet of Worms. But any 
memory possessed by the universal Spirit lies beyond 
the range of our knowledge, as we have seen. ^ 

Thus Croce’s doctrine of the necessary presence of 
intuition in historical knowledge makes all such, 
knowledge impossible. It breaks down in the attempt 
to reconcile two irreconcilable doctrines: that history 
is the knowledge of what has actually happened in 
the past, and that “true history is that of ivhich an 
interior verification is possible.” It is impossible 
that all history should be “contemporary history,” as 
Croce claims, ““ and yet tell what actually happened. 
And the source of this duality in Croce's conception 
of history is a confusion in his use of the word “intui- 
tion.” If intuition is the fundamental expressive ac- 
tivity of spirit which is productive of the image, then 
intuition is not entering into a past fact. Historical 
knowledge, if intuitive, is productive of fact, but this 
fact is then present and not past. Thus on Croce’s 
doctrine of the intuitive element in historical knowl- 

83 Aesthetic, p. 30: Logic, p. sfSo: History, p, 85; La Criiica, v. X, 
p. 887. 

History, p. 28. 

38 History, p. 136. 

88 History, p. is, et pass. 
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edge it is impossible to hold to any usual view of 
historical truth. 

Croce recognizes this fact, and in his later works 
he attempts to build his theory of historical knowl- 
edge accordingly: he comes to insist that all history 
is contemporary history. The meaning of this para- 
doxical statement is to be found in Croce’s view that 
nothing exists which is external to spirit; that facts, 
whether present or past, are posited by spirit and are 
only to be understood as spiritual acts.®^ On such a 
metaphysical idealism the past can have no real being: 
each fact posited by the spirit has its being in a per- 
petually changing Now. It is in this sense that Croce 
can and must say that all history is contemporary 
history. 

In order to support this view Croce is forced to 
draw a distinction between history and chronicle. 
History is a spiritual act; chronicle is the external 
husk of such an act. The recorded “fact”— the mere 
fact as it appears in chronicle— is not the foundation 
stone of a history, it is but a mnemonic device used 
by the spirit to preserve that which it once posited 
and which it may someday again bring to life.®® For 
it is the life of the spirit, and not any set of “external” 
things, that gives us history— “It is simply impossible 
to compose a history with external things, whatever 
efforts may be made and whatever trouble be taken. 
Chronicles that have been weeded, chopped up into 

•''87 cf., History, p. 'j%, 75, 108. 

History, Pt. I, Ch. I; App. I. 
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fragments, recombined, rearranged, always remain 
nevertheless chronicles— that is to say, empty nar- 
ratives; and documents that have been restored, re- 
produced, described, brought into line, remain 
documents— that is to say, silent things.” Thus Croce 
relegates the whole sphere of the uncomprehended 
past to the limbo of that which is not now present 
to spirit, attributing reality only to that which the 
spirit, at any given moment of its everchanging Now, 
comprehends. In this manner Croce is able to explain 
away what is apparently a fact: that a comprehension 
of the real past, now represented only by chronicles 
and documents, is the goal which the historian seeks. 
The belief in such a past, according to Croce, is due 
to the misinterpretation of the true nature of chron- 
icles and documents. These are not sources of histor- 
ical knowledge, but reminders of its death. All 
historical knowledge is creative of its own object; t^e 
“facts” recorded in documents are not objects to be 
explained, for they themselves were created by spiri- 
tual acts and appear now as “facts” only because the 
spirit has left them. To overlook the r61e of the spirit 
in their formation, to believe in them as having a 
reality of their own, is to mistake a corpse for a living 
being. ■*“ This very error is what has led people to denyi 
that all history is contemporary history; the correction 
of this error, that is, the true delineation of the rela- 
tion between history and chronicle, will enable all 


Ibid,, p. 57 
*0 History, p, no. 
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people to see "that contemporaneity is not the char- 
acteristic oi' a class of histories . . . but an intrinsic 
characteristic of every history.” 

■ In this it will be seen that Croce is a radical rela- 
tivist in regard to historical knowledge, for historical 
relativism is the doctrine that a historical work can 
, never adequately represent the past, but must be 
understood in terms of the situation out of which it 
arises Croce himself explicitly recognizes this conse- 
quence of his doctrine; he says; “Thus if contempor- 
ary history spiings straight from life, so loo does that 
history which is called non-contemporary, for it is 
evident that only an interest in the life of the present 
can move one to investigate past fact. Therefore this 
past fact does not answer to a past interest, but to a 
'present interest, in so far as it is unified with an 
interest of the present life.” Again: "Thus it may 
be said that we know at every moment all the history 
that we need to know.” And Croce does not fail to 
draw the full consequences of this doctrine. He holds 
not merely that a historical work is always a function 
of the present, but that change is perpetual; thus no 
present situation ever recurs. Speaking of the histori- 
cally conditioned character of all problems he says: 
"The doubt of the child is not that of the adult, the 
doubt of the uncultured man is not that of the man 
of culture, or the doubt of the novice that of the 
learned. Further, the doubt of an Italian is not that 
p. 14. 

History, p. la. 

^3 History, p. 55. 
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of a German, and the doubt of a German of the year 
1800 IS not that of a German of the year 1900. Indeed 
the doubt formulated by an individual m a given 
moment, is not that formulated by the same individ- 
ual a moment after.” This can only mean that 
every historical ivork is a new creation of spirit and 
contains a new unfolding of that spirit. This being 
the case, it becomes necessary to establish a criterion 
of historical truth and error different from the usual 
criterion of the adequacy of the historical account in 
dealing with past facts. Such a criterion Croce tries 
to establish. 

According to him there is, strictly speaking, no 
such thing as error: ‘‘Error ... is not a fact; it does 
not possess empirical existence, it is nothing but the 
negative or dialectical moment of the spirit, necessary 
for the concreteness of the positive moment, for the 
reality of the spirit.” Again he says: ‘‘I have con- 
tended in that theory, and shown in that history, that 
man never thinks the false, but from instance to in- 
stance responds to the demands ivhich arise, and that 
the false is simply that which does not respond to 
effective demands.” Error, then, is merely partial- 
ity.*^ Put concretely, every historical work is in a sense 
true, for it represents one stage in the self-manifesta- 
tion of the spirit; but every historical work will also 
necessarily be superseded by other works differing 

** Logic, p. aog. 

*5 History, p. 48, 

46 Primi Saggi, p vui 

47 Task of Logic, p. 813!. 


55 



THE PROBLEM OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE 
from it, for the spirit is ever-enlarging What then is 
historical truth? 

Croce attempts to answer this question by bringing 
his relativism within a larger philosophical frame- 
work which would enable us to transcend doubt and 
attain an ideal, although changing, objectivity. This 
framework consists in the metaphysical faith which 
affirms that all moments of the self-revelation of spirit 
are inherently compatible. Such a faith is, however, 
absolutely undemonstrable from any finite point of 
view. The contradictions inherent in two conflicting 
standpoints cannot be adequately judged by any 
third person, since this person himself has a stand- 
point. Thus Croce’s advice to read partisan history, 
but to make allowances for its partisanship,*® is un- 
feasible; we ourselves are partisans. And further, on 
his own grounds, Croce has no right to criticize the 
current practice of historical writing in Germany 
so long as this writing answers to a true need. If it be 
held that Croce’s need is a deeper and more effective 
one than that of a National Socialist ideologue, a point 
has been raised which only the Absolute, and not Mr. 
Croce, can answer. To say that a neutral party can 
determine the truth in this case is to beg the question, 
for on the Crocean assumptions there can be no 
neutral party. Thus we see again that the doctrine of 
the absolute spirit cannot save Croce from the wholly 
relativistic implications of his own premises. If his- 

‘S Logic, p. sgof. 

Cf. La Critica, v. XXXII, p. 397 f.; also, p. 473 f. 
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tory, due to its intuitive content, is always contempor- 
ary history; if contemporary history arises always out 
of the present needs of the spirit; if every historical 
judgment is necessarily true, then it follows that there 
is no criterion of truth which any finite individual 
can apply to a historical work. Only an ultimately 
expanded judgment, a final judgment of the Absolute, 
would be absolutely true, embracing all partialities. 
But we have no evidence that Croce believes in any 
such finality. For that reason the last will always be 
the best, if it can be gathered up into a larger concept 
sometime in the future. As between two sets of judg- 
ments not we but only the infinite future can deter- 
mine which is the more true. 

We have now seen that in its earlier stages Croce’s 
theory contained an essential inconsistency due to his 
attempt to hold that historical knowledge revealed 
what had actually happened and yet that it was in- 
tuitive. This inconsistency he overcame only by 
relinquishing the ideal of ^listorical objectivity. The 
relativism which then took possession of his teaching 
he sought to mitigate by an appeal to the absolute 
nature of spirit. But his appeal, as we have seen, fails 
to solve the concrete problem of discriminating be- 
tween more and less accurate historical judgments. 
Therefore, any philosopher who seeks to render 
intelligible the fact that historians do possess appli- 
cable criteria of historical truth must relinquish 
Croce’s theory to seek a more adequate one. 
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DILTHEY (1833'igil) 

In attempting to trace historical relativism in the 
works of Dilthey we are confronted with the problem 
of dealing with a long series of fragments, few of 
which (and these the most fragmentary of all) deal 
explicitly with our problem. Yet Dilthey is one of the 
chief sources of historical relativism, and, in addition, 
he is one of the most suggestive oi the philosophers 
jWho have dealt with the metliodological problems of 
"history. For these reasons we shall be concerned with 
him here, even though (in Jii.s case more than in any 
other) our necessaiily brief treatment of his thought 
will fall far short of an adequate discussion. 

It IS clear that both in theory and in practice 
Dilthey did not consider himself as a relativist. In 
practice he attempted to unfold the cultural history 
(Geistesgeschichte) of the modern world through a 
series of works which, though partial and scattered, 
afford a glimpse into the material of this inquiry 
which has never been surpassed for its richness. In 
the field of theory Dilthey constantly reiterated his 
belief in historical objectivity. He held that historical 
relativism could be overcome by concentration on 
the larger, spiritual forms (geistige Gebilde) present 
in history; precisely those forms with which he, as 
historian, had concerned himself. He says explicitly 
that universally valid synthetic judgments are pos- 

BD Gesammelte Schriften (to be referied to as GS) v. VII, p. s6o 
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sible in history, and yet we find in him a deep feeling 
that all historical phenomena (including all philo- 
sophical systems and all historical works) are relative. 
He says in one place; “Everything is relative, the only 
thing which is absolute is the nature of spirit itself 
which manifests itself in all of these things. And for 
a knowledge of the nature of spirit there is no ter- 
minus, no final apprehension, each is relative, each 
has been sufficient if it has sufficed for its time.’’ 
Above all Dilthey holds that philosophy is relative 
and time-bound. The only knowledge which can save 
man from the flux of history is historical knoivledge 
and a historical view of the woild. But wheie, Dilthey 
inquires, are to be found the instruments which can 
overcome the flux of historical opinion itself? It is 
for the sake of a solution to this problem, he tells us, 
that his whole life was spent.®® He himself believed 
that he had seen a way which could lead historical 
understanding out of anarchical relativism without 
relinquishing a truly historical view of the world. It 
is this way that we must now examine, approaching 
it through as brief a survey of his general philosophi- 
cal position as will suffice. 

Dilthey tells us that the fundamental motive of his 
whole philosophy was the attempt to understand life 
(das Leben) in terras of itself.®'^ Life was for him the 
fundamental reality: “Life is the fundamental fact 

61 GS VII. 278 

62 GS IV. 250. 

63 GS V, 9 

64 GS V, 4 . 
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which must serve as the starting point of philosophy. 
It is that which is known from within, it is that be- 
hind which one cannot go. Life can not be brought 
before the judgment seat of reason.” This vital 
reality lies at the basis of all knowledge; out of it 
knowledge springs. It is irrational and cannot be 
rationalized, it cannot be expressed. But this funda- 
mental reality is immediately experienced (erlebt) by 
us.”” Immediate experience (Erlebnis) is one with 
that fundamental reality which is Life; it is Life ex- 
perienced within us, and experienced so immediately 
as to give rise to no subject-object differentiation, 
This immediate experience furnishes us with the only 
direct contact which we have with reality; in it there 
is given the qualitative manifold of this reality. But 
reality is also characteriLed by temporality, what is 
the relation of immediate experience to this? For 
Dilthey, immediate experience is characterized by a 
dynamic unity, so that (although the present is always 
an extensionless "now,” a cut through temporality) 
the past reaches through the present into the future-'® 
It is the structure (Strukturzusammenhang) of the 
qualitative differences which makes this dynamic 
unity of an experience possible.'® In short, immediate 
experience, in which we are in direct contact with 
life, contains a qualitative manifold grasped through 
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its Structure as a single unified whole.®'’ Behind this 
experience we cannot go. 

But if we ask what gives this manifold the structure 
by means of which it is grasped as a unity, the only 
answer which Dilthey gives us lies in his introduction 
of the category of meaningfulness (Bedeutung, or 
Bedeutsamkeit).®^ No portion of immediate exper- 
ience can be grasped or reproduced in isolation; 
memory selects according to meaningfulness; through 
this meaningfulness portions of immediate experience 
can be grasped as a whole. But what then is the con- 
dition of the meaningfulness of portions of experi- 
ence? Dilthey answers that this meaningfulness is 
given by the relation (Lebensbezug) of those portions 
with my own condition (Zustand), this condition 
being interpreted in terms of my desires, goal or 
will.®’’ But this means, according to Dilthey’s theory 
of value, that meaningfulness is relative to individ- 
ually experienced value.®® Thus our primary knowl- 
edge of reality (Erlebnis) is dominated by value, and 
value is subjectively conceived. At the root then of all 
knowledge, even of knowledge of our own past, there 
is to be found that which we have characterized as a 
value-charged judgment. Can Dilthey escape the his- 
torical relativism which would seem to follow in- 
evitably from such a view? 

Before turning to his attempted answer we must, 
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in fairness to Dilthey, examine his view of the second 
method (Verfahrungsweise) within' the field of 
knowledge. This method is that of understanding.®* 

With understanding (Verstehen) the real problem 
of historical knowledge is, according to Dilthey, first 
begun. For immediate experience (Erlebnis) can at 
best give us only autobiography, and historical knowl- 
jedge demands that we should have knowledge of life 
'as experienced by others. What is this understanding 
and how does it proceed? 

In three places, in almost identical terms, Dilthey 
has defined the understanding; ‘‘We call that activity 
‘understanding’ in which we grasp an inner event 
(ein Inneres) through signs which come through the 
senses from outside.” In this, the understanding is 
a psychical act, depending on a sensuous symbol, and 
directed toward a knowledge of a psychical reality. 
This seems either a too narrow or a paradoxical use 
of the term understanding until we recall that the 
fundamental reality, life, is truly inward and psychi- 
cal. With this in mind, it is clear how the goal of the 
understanding is knowledge of an inward sort. 

But this knowledge is not to be directly attained; 
we grasp life best in grasping the forms in which 
spirit manifests its activity in the external world. This 
is Dilthey’s doctrine of the objectification of life: 
that in spiritual activity something of the nature of 
life is carried over into (hineinverlegt) its external 
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manifestations. Thus in the comprehension of life, 
immediate experience (Erleben) is supplemented by 
this indirect knowledge called understanding (Ver- 
stehen) which grasps the nature of life through the 
manifestations of its activity. These manifestations 
possess historicity, and are in fact the historical 
materials. Now this indirect grasp of life, the under- 
standing, according to Dilthey’s definition of its na- 
ture, proceeds by symbols toward its goal. For that 
reason the problem of symbolic meaning ivas forced 
upon Dilthey, and with this problem he wrestled 
unsuccessfully over a period of years 

For him the symbolic expression and the thing 
symbolized were not two, in nature, but one.®’’ But 
the problem of how this one could be grasped by an 
individual other than by him who gave expression to 
the symbol, never ceased to occupy Dilthey. And we 
can readily see how, on Dilthey’s grounds, this difficult 
problem became inordinately complex. For the grasp 
of the symbolic meaning would demand the possibil- 
ity of living into the experience of the individual 
who created the symbolic expression, since they are 
the same. But further this experience w^ould have to 
be the immediate experience (Erlebnis) of that in- 
dividual, since the symbolic expression was itself a 
creation of that experience. This difficulty Dilthey 
acknowledges, holding that understanding demands 
a re-experiencing (Nacherleben).“® And this re- 
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experiencing means, of course, experiencing a mean- 
ingful unity. But if meaningfulness is relative to the 
valuations of the individual, and these valuations are 
subjective (as we have seen), how is re-experiencing 
possible? Here Dilthey brings forward the doctrine 
of analogy: that we re-experience the experience of 
another person because we perceive the similarity 
of the external expressions of that experience to the 
external expressions of certain of our own experi- 
ences."” But this is obviously circular, since re-experi- 
encing has been brought in to explain communica- 
tion of symbolic meaning, and a grasp of symbolic 
meaning has been used to explain the possibility of 
re-experiencing. The escape fiom this circle is fur- 
nished, however, in Dilthey’s introduction of the 
concept of objective spirit. For it is out of the realm 
of objective spirit that we draw our own experience; 
we and our language have been determined by it 
from the outset.^” Objective spirit is here a common 
well from which we can only draw common symbols. 
Thus the symbolic creations of the experience of one 
individual can be grasped by another, and through 
analogy the experience itself may be grasped. Thus 
Dilthey seeks to explain the procedure of under- 
standing We must now see why this explanation, on 
his own grounds, must break down. 

! In the first place, objective spirit is used by Dilthey 
only in the sense of those multiform expressions of 
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life which arise out of the common traits of individ- 
uals. But immediate experience, as we have seen, 
depends on subjective value factors; these factors may 
give rise to objective spirit whenever individuals 
stand over against each other as part of the external 
milieu. And, in fact, it is in this manner that Dilthey 
explains the psychological fact of communication.'^’- 
But this, at best, means that only some experiences 
of other individuals can be understood: namely those 
experiences that we already understand because they 
are “just like" ours. Thus the doctrine of objective; 
spirit (in Dilthey’s works) is of no great help in| 
making historical knowledge possible. 

A second, and even more telling criticism, can be 
leveled against the idea that the objective spirit makes 
historical knowledge possible, in pointing out that 
since life, for Dilthey, is a constant flux, its manifesta- 
tions, including those of the objective spirit, must 
also be constantly changing. And as a matter of fact 
we find (as did Hegel) that the forms of objective 
spirit (e.g., language) axe constantly changing This 
Dilthey himself recognizes, but the contradiction be- 
tween the belief that individuals understand histori- 
cal events through a common objective spirit, and 
the belief that the objective spirit, although contin- 
uous, is not the same in any two ages, was never solved 
by Dilthey. At best, the doctrine of objective spirit, 
viewed from this angle, can only give a knowledge of 
what our contemporaries (who share the same lan- 
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guage, and other objective forms with us) have 
experienced. 

Thus the doctrine of objective spirit does not 
afford us a secure foundation for the explanation of 
how understanding is possible. Dilthey himself rec- 
ognizes this fact, explicitly saying that there must 
always remain in the process of understanding an 
irrational, unclarified element, that, in the end, there 
is a final subjective feeling of certainty which cannot 
be transcended or rendered intelligible by logical 
means.''*' 

We see, then, that Dilthey fails in his attempt to 
explain how historical understanding is possible, but 
this fact must not conceal from us the indisputable 
contribution which Dilthey made to the discussion 
of what the object of this historical understanding es. 
Herein, ratlier than in his theoretic contributions to 
a methodology of historical science, lies his historical 
importance and the fundamental gi'catness of his 
thought. But this greatness, in its turn, must not 
blind us to the insufficiencies which we have traced 
in his theory. To the end Dilthey was unwilling to 
' give up the ideal of historical objectivity, yet he was 
. forced to hold that the Geisteswissenschaften sought 
not to give a reproduction (Abschrift) of actuality, 
but rather to relate the historical materials to a value 
and meaning-charged whole. He sought for his 
desired objectivity through an emphasis on this act 
of relating, but his subjective theory of value made 
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any such objectivity impossible. The whole of our 
knowledge of the past, on Dilthey’s theory, depends 
therefore upon present values; in this Dilthey is 
finally and inescapably a relativist. 

MANNHEIM fj4J) 

Among the most influential of the recent upholders 
of historical relativism is Karl Mannheim Although 
his work has probably not achieved its final form we 
are led to choose him for special consideration be- 
cause few if any contemporary thinkers have brought 
to this problem the same vigor of thought, range of 
knowledge, and determination to follow where the 
argument leads. 

Mannheim comes to the problem of historical 
knowledge through a healthy concern with its under- 
lying issue: whether the sphere of the theoretic is or 
is not autonomous. Influenced by more or less acti- 
vistic theories of knowledge and by the view (orig- 
inally Marxian) that thought is determined by class 
interests, Mannheim takes up the problem of how, 
' tinder these conditions, historical knowledge is pos- 
sible. He attempts to hold throughout that it is pos- 
sible, and he would not, as we shall see, be willing to 
call himself a relativist. For an understanding of his 
“solution” of the problem, and for a clear view ol its 
essential untenability, we must examine the inter- 
related but incompatible concepts of “an ideology” 
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and "a sociology of knowledge” which Mannheim 
uses. 

The term ideology has passed rapidly into currency, 
and it is one of the services of Mannheim’s Ideologie 
und Utopte to have given a precise meaning to the 
term. According to Mannheim, when one character- 
izes a statement as ideological one implies that it is 
to be understood only by means of a reference to the 
jconditions under which it was formulated and ex- 
'pressed. Thus we may view the same concrete mental 
content either as “idea” or as “ideology;” when we 
view if as an idea we are viewing it in itself, taking 
it at its face value; when we view it as an ideological 
statement we take into account the conditions under 
which it originated, understanding the statement in 
terms of these conditions. The term “ideology” taken 
in this sense may have either a specific or a general 
application. Specifically, an ideological statement 
contains a more or less conscious concealment of fact, 
due to the recognition on the part of the person 
making the statement that a true knowledge of the 
situation would run counter to his interests. A lie or 
a rationalization would be ideological in this specific 
sense. In the general sense an ideological judgment 
would be one the true grounds of which are not to 
be found in the judgment itself, but in certain un- 
conscious presuppositions which are products of the 
conditions under which the person making the judg- 
ment stood. An example of this would be a historical 
work ivritten under the influence of a reviving spirit 
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of nationalism. The specific ideological judgment is 
thus a single statement (or limited set of statements) 
which conceals the truth, and such a concealing judg- 
ment can be exposed by pointing to the particular 
psychological conditions which led to it. A general 
ideology, on the contrary, is a complex of many 
specific judgments, the whole of which depends upon 
the noetic conditions (Bewusstseinsstruktur) under 
which it was formed. Different as are these two uses 
of the term “ideological” they have in common the 
fact that a knowledge of the conditions under which 
the expressed judgments were formed is a necessary 
step toward the “understanding” of their true sig- 
nificance. 

The history of the concept of “ideology” throws 
some light on its significance.^® Briefly, we may say 
that the term "ideological” was used to characterize 
judgments as false when their falsity was due to the 
interests of the person making the judgment. Thus 
the “understanding” of the true significance of the 
ideological judgment was an understanding both of 
its falsity and of the reasons why the false judgment 
was expressed. But the consideration of these reasons 
led to a wider consideration of the general conditions 
under which “concealing” judgments are formed. In 
this one is led from the concept of a specific to the 
concept of a general ideology. The difference may be 
found in contrasting the Machiavellian phrase that 
one thinks differently in the palazzo and the piazza 
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with the far-reaching Marxian analysis of all thought 
in terms of class interest. Yet even at the Marxian 
stage of analysis the falsity of the ideological judg- 
ment was emphasized. It was not until the concept of 
ideological judgments was also turned against the 
Marxists that the term ideology lost the connotation 
of falsity. For when all opponents can characterize 
each other as ideologists the question of “falsity” 
drops into the background, and "understanding" 
becomes merely the understanding -of the relation 
between specific judgments and the points of view 
out of which they arise. It is at this stage of the de- 
velopment of the ideological concept that we find 
Mannheim. He is interested in “understanding” 
judgments (in particular, historical and political 
judgments) by grasping the relation of these judg- 
ments to a specific point of view. 

That every judgment is related to a s^recific point 
of view in such a manner as to be unintelligible 
without an understanding of that point of view 
Mannheim holds to be a fact. This fact he calls the 
existential conditioning of thought (die Seinsverbun- 
denheit des Denkens), and he makes clear its meaning 
m saying: “The existential conditioning of thought 
will pass as an established fact in those spheres of 
thinking in which it can be shown a) t hat the process 
of knowing does not develop historically according 
to ‘immanent laws of development,’ that it does not 
come into being led by ‘the nature of the object 
itself’ nor by ‘pure logical possibilities,’ nor that it 
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is driven by an inner ‘spiriLual dialectic,’ but that 
at very decisive points non-theoretical factors of vari- 
ous sorts (which one can call existential factors) 
determine the origin and form of that thought; b) 
that these determining existential factors are not 
merely of peripheial importance (are not ‘merely 
genetically revelant’) to the origin of tlie concrete 
content of that knoivledge, but that they enter into 
its substance and form, its content and formulation, 
and determine the capacity and the intensity of 
apperception of the context of experience and ob- 
servation which, in a word, we call the stylistic 
structure (Aspektstruktur) of knowledge.” It is 
because of this that an “understanding” of a general 
ideological judgment demands an understanding of 
the point of view which gave rise to it. Further, 
Mannheim places all historical works within the class 
of general ideological statements: “From the content 
of a mathematical proposition it cannot be imme- 
diately discovered when and where it was thought. 
As opposed to this, however, every person with a 
knowledge of historical writing can always, by an 
examination of any historical description which is 
presented to him, establish in what epoch, from what 
standpoint, out of ivhat concrete cultural strivings the 
given, purely objective description was written. And 
this not merely in tlie trivial sense of the position 
which it assumes (Stellungnahme) but in the sense 
that the constitutive categories of its grasp of the 
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object are apparent." It therefore follows that any 
understanding of the judgments contained in a his- 
torical work depends upon a relating of those judg- 
ments to the point of view of him who expressed 
them, and this point of view embraces the whole sum 
of the categories and the forms of his thought which 
were determined by existential factors. Thus, for 
example, to "understand” what Burckhardt has to 
say concerning the Renaissance we must relate his 
statements to the conditions of his own time. But to 
understand these we must go to another historian; 
yet the statements of this historian must then be re- 
lated to the conditions of his time. In the end, it 
appears, no "understanding” of a historical statement 
will be possible, for the last series of statements must 
always be related to their times, and it is in the nature 
of contemporary categories to remain concealed. This 
essentially relativistic conclusion is a direct conse- 
quence of Mannheim’s application of the concept of 
ideological judgments to all historical works. 

Mannheim, however, attempts to es cape this pr e- 
dicament into which his characterization of history 
, has betrayed him by his theory of a sociology of 
knowledge (Wissenssoziologie). Before following him 
'in this attempt we must inquire a little more closely 
into what he means by "the existential conditioning 
of thought.” 

Implicit in all of Mannheim’s thought is the meta- 
physical hypothesis that man’s nature, including his 
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rationality, emerges out of an interaction between 
himself as an organism and the external world On 
the social level, where man is social and historical as 
well as biological, Mannheim recognizes that the 
external world is also social and historical; out of the 
interaction on this level arise the categories through 
which man grasps himself as a social and historical 
being. These categories of social and historical knowl- 
edge are to be understood only by relating them to 
the fundamental existential reality which determined 
their emergence; they are to be understood as an 
expression (Ausdruck) of the interrelation of thought 
and the external, non-rational, existential factors 
which determined it. For Mannheim, this interrela- 
tion is to be conceived in terms of valuations and will. 
These valuations and volitional elements have, 
naturally, no transcendent (non-existential) referents. 
Thus the categories of social and historical under- 
standing which emerge in the historico-social process 
have their whole basis in the fact that an active, 
valuing subject (of somewhat indeterminate meta- 
physical nature) “lives into" an external world. In 
this, thought and action are not wholly disparate; 
thought and the modes of thinking, are brought 
within a larger, activistic framework. There are, 
therefore, three elements present in all ideological 
judgments: the social situation, the volitions, and the 
resultant thought. The social situation, the first of 
these elements, is not to be considered as a single 
entity but as the integration of many diverse factors; 
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Mannheim views it as the analogy o£ the term “con- 
stellation” as used in astrology, meaning thereby the 
copresence of many diverse elements all of which have 
bearing on the life of the individual involved. Fur- 
ther, the social situation so conceived is ever-changing. 
The volitions are individual and undergo changes and 
modifications according to the situation in which they 
are expressed; they are concrete and specific responses 
to situations, not to be understood in relation to any 
supposedly transcendent values. But it is with the 
third element of the ideological judgment that Mann- 
heim chiefly concerns himself. This element, the 
thought which springs out of the relation of a valuing 
subject to an existential situation, Mannheim treats 
on the analogy of stylistic forms in art. This he some- 
times calls “Denkstil,” sometimes “Aspektstruktur.” 
He identifies it as follows: “The stylistic structure of 
knowledge (Aspektstruktur) means in this sense the 
way in which a person sees an object, what he grasps 
in it and how a set of circumstances is construed by 
his thought. Style (in this sense) is therefore more 
than a merely formal determinant of thought; it is 
concerned with qualitative ingredients which must 
be neglected by a merely formal logic.” In short, 
the stylistic structure of thought is the system of 
categories with which a person or an age, pushed on 
by its purposes and limited by its social-historical 
situation, seeks to grasp the nature of the world. 

The fact that the social situation is constantly 
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changing leads inevitably to a plurality of ideologies, 
since these are but the resultants of the situation and 
the volitions which are aroused by it. Mannheim rec- 
ognizes this: ‘‘The directly given is for us the dynamic 
change of the standpoints.” This plurality of 
ideologies cannot, however, be organized into a 
dialectical .system of the synthesis of opposites; its 
dynamism is not of the rational type. For Mannheim 
the dynamic interplay of varying ideologies is to be 
understood only in his own sociological terms. It is 
his problem to show how these ideologies may be 
understood as the resultants of die social situation 
and the individual or collective will; this his sociology 
of knowledge attempts to do. 

‘‘The sociology of knowledge is a newly established 
discipline which as a theory attempts to establish and j 
develop t he teaching of the c xist e ntkLxQndxdQaing 
of kn owledg e, and as historical-socio logical in vestiga- 
tion attempts to expos e this exis tential conditioning 
in tlie^ohtent of past and present^nowledge.” Such 
is Mannheim’s definition of a sociology of knowledge. 
As a method he considers it able to yield an “under- 
standing” of any general ideology (e g., any historical 
work). Such understanding, he claims, is impossible 
itjw^Jakfi-theddeas^expressed at their face value, for 
we may find other contradictory ideas equally widely 
held by other people. Thus the plurality of ideologies 
demands an indirect approach, an abandonment of 
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the method of treating ideas as if their significance 
transcended 1116“ situations out oFwliteh"they arose. 
This indirection characterizes the method of a sociol- 
ogy of knowledge. This form of sociology proceeds by 
“relationism,” by relating the ideas expressed to the 
concrete situation which led to their expression; 
‘‘Relationism means . . . that it belongs to the nature 
of certain statements not to be formulable absolutely 
but only in relation to the stylistic structure deter- 
mined by the situation.” ™ 

This method obviously opens the way for the crit- 
icism of Mannheim on the grounds of the "genetic 
fallacy," a criticism which Mannheim faces and at- 
tempts to overcome. His argument may merely be 
summarized here.®" He holds, firstly, that the existen- 
tial conditioning of certain judgments is a fact, and 
that it is also a fact that this conditioning is relevant 
to the meaning of those judgments. Secondly, he 
holds that the formulation of the "genetic fallacy,” 
and its application to all judgments, was itself deter- 
mined by existential elements, and must be so ex- 
plained. Tlmdly, he holds that the genetic fallacy is 
applicable only to certain, types of attempts to 
understand judgments through existential condition- 
ing. His philosophical justification for the second and 
third points in his position consists in a critical and 
in a constructive part. Critically he attempts to show 
that although the theory of knowledge is logically 
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prior to any specific discipline, it is merely logically 
prior; that since these disciplines arise spontaneously 
out o£ a historical and social situation, without await- 
ing a demonstration of their possibility, they are 
genetically prior to a theory of knowledge. Further, 
he attempts to show that the theory of knowledge is 
always dependent for its formulation, and even for its 
conception of truth, on the stage of advancement of 
these genetically prior disciplines. With this critical 
“demonstration” he believes himself to have clinched 
his second point, and passes from the critical to the 
constructive portion of his justification. In this he 
attempts to show that the “genetic fallacy” (which was 
in fact brought to the forefront through Husserl’s 
attack on psychologism) is applicable to psychologism, 
but not to the sociology of knowledge. Mannheim’s 
argument here turns on his view that psychologism 
attempts to “explain” or "understand” the meaning 
of a judgment by reference to meaningless phenomena 
such as association. A sociology of knowledge, on the 
contrary, attempts to understand the meaning of a 
judgment by reference to a social phenomena and 
volitions which are meaning-charged. Thus the 
genetic fallacy may be applicable to psychologism, 
but not to Mannheim’s theory. 

We cannot concern ourselves with a critical dis- 
cussion of this somewhat doubtful philosophical 
justification of the sociology of knowledge. We must, 
however, point out why it a ppears to b e extremely 
doubtful. In the first place it is at best inconclusive, 
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for the critical portion consists merely in denying its 
opponent’s position: if that position is correct Mann- 
heim’s argument is worthless; if incorrect, its incor- 
rectness has not been shown. For a decision as between 
Mannheim and the upholders of the “genetic fallacy” 
one must examine both positions on a more ultimate 
metaphysical ground, this we cannot, of course, here 
attempt. But Mannheim’s argument demands further 
criticism, since he has not attempted to show why 
associationism is meaningless (sinnfremd) while the 
social situation which molds our will and our 
thought is not. While the metaphysical differences 
between, let us say, the path of a ncrve-current and 
the real irages ol a group of laboreis at a certain 
place and time may be very profound, we cannot as- 
sume lightly that the one has no relevance to the 
meaning of a judgment while the other has. This 
Mannheim apparently does. 

On the assumption that Mannheim might have 
clearly established the philosophical validity of a 
sociology of knowledge (which he did not) we may 
turn to our most important problem: does the estab- 
lishment of such a sociology make it possible to find 
"truth” in any historical work? 

,« ' Mannheim insists that his position, while it is a 
relationism, perinits of valid hist orical know ledge. It 
is not, he claims, a_ disguised form of relativism. He( 
accepts a realistic position m regard to historical 
phenomena: the phenomena are what they are, re- 
gardless of the assertions made concerning them; it is 
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not our assertions that determine them, but it is their 
actuality (Ansichsein) that determines our assertions. 
However, no assertion can grasp the actuality of the 
historical object itself, for every assertion is ideo- 
logical, i.e . is determined by the social situation and 
the volitions of the historian. Mannheim tiies to 
overcome the predicament which arises out of this 
situation by the introduction of his doctrine of per- 
spectives. He holds that there are many perspectives 
on the same object, and that the historian is led, by 
the nature of the social situation in which he finds 
himself, to reveal the object through one of these 
perspectives rather than another. The conflict which 
then arises between the views of the object is not to 
be overcome by an appeal to a non-perspective theory, 
according to Mannheim, but in the attempt to shoiv 
what conditioned the perspective, and therefore the 
view, in each case. As between these perspectives the 
choice will then he with that perspective which gives 
the widest and most "fruitful” comprehension of the 
object. 

To this solution of the problem o^the objectivity 
of perspective knowle ^dge we must take_ objection. It 
depends upon the ability not only to understand what 
gave rise to the perspective of your opponent, but to 
use his perspective, and to compare what it reveals 
with your own. If you ar e, truly bound by your per- 
s pective it seems dilHcult to^ believe that this pro- 
cedure is possible. Further, it holds up as a criterion 
a “fruitfulness” which can only be judged in terras 
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of your own volitions, the very thing that led each 
of the opponents to a divergent view. 

But Mannheim himself does not accept this method 
of gaining objectivity in historical judgments. He 
sees another means as possible and, although he does 
not seek to establish it as preferable to the first, he 
accepts it for himself.®^ This^^sScondj^vay consists in 
establishing the relations of the judgments to their 
social-volitional bases, allowing each to show the 
merely perspective character of the other, thereby 
“neutralizing” them, and thus creating a wider and 
more general perspective that will include both. 

This synthetic view, however, i s also open to diffi - 
cul ties , for it gives us no guarant ee of ^obj ectiyity ; 
the last view will always be the best. Mannheim’s 
criticism of Troeltsch on this score is equally ap- 
plicable to him: he has not shown us a progress in 
historical knowledge. Nor is it possible, on his view, 
to show any such progress, for before we can predicate 
progress of a series we must know its goal, and this 
goal, the true account, is necessarily concealed from 
us by the perspectival character of our own knowledge. 
Further, it is doubtful whether the perspectives of 
another age can enter into our own perspective, on 
Mannheim’s view of the matter. Even if we consider 
the conflicting historical accounts of other ages as 
part of our own situation (Seinslage) it can only be 
these accounts perspectively seen by us (not their own 

Wtssenssoitologie, p. 676 a; Ideologie und Utopte, p 164 
82 Der Historismus {Archtv iur Sotv). u Soip , v. 5a, p a6 f.) 
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perspective) which enters into our judgments. This 
difficulty could only be avoided by holding either. 
a) that our situation was coextensive with thfese his- 
torical accounts, and therefore that they alone de- 
termined our perspective; or, b) that we can have 
objective knowledge of the perspectives of other ages. 
Mannheim, rightfully enough, would reject the first, 
but would accept the second. This raises the one 
fundamental difficulty in the whole of his attempt to 
escape the relativism implicit in his view of histoiy 
as ideological in character. 

It is Mannheim’s underlying belief that the stylistic 
structure (Denkstil, or Aspektstruktur) of any general 
ideology may be objectively known But, as we have 
seen, Mannheim means by this stylistic structure the 
resultant of the situation (Seinslage) and the volitions 
of the individual knower. Thus in order to under- 
stand this structure we would have to view it as a 
product of the situations and volitions. But to do this 
we would have to possess prior knowledge which can 
only come to us through the mediation of the stylistic 
structure itself. How then is a sociology of knowledge 
possible? Apparently it would be possible if we had 
an immediate insight into the nature of stylistic 
structures of thought, but in so far as we ourselves are 
perspectively limited in our acts of knowing even an 
immediate insight rather than a genetic “understand- 
ing” would not yield the stylistic structure itself. 
With this problem it may truthfully be said that 
Mannheim never wrestles: he assumes the objec- 
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tivity of our knowledge of the stylistic structure of 
thought. But this also implies an objective knowledge 
of the conditions which produced it if it is to be 
considered as a resultant of historico-social processes. 
Thus in so far as the stylistic structure of thought is 
not a mere essence, but an actual historical product, 
a knowledge of it presupposes the possibility of at- 
taining objective historical truth. 

, Put in another way we may say that our earlier 
criticism of the regress in Mannheim’s theory is only 
escaped by a belief in the possibility of an objective 
knowledge of the stylistic structure inherent in the 
thought of an age. But this possibility involves us in 
holding that we ourselves are not limited by the 
stylistic structure of our own thought. Further, if we 
are to understand the stylistic structure of any thought 
in genetic terms we must first possess objective his- 
torical knowledge Flere we can see the ultimate 
incompatibility of the ideological doctrine with a 
belief in the sociology of knowledge. Mannheim’s ' 
ideological doctrine is wholly relativistic; his attempt 
to substitute relationism for relativism by means of 
a sociology of knowledge leads him to assume what 
he had previously denied: the possibility of objective 
historical knowledge. Along with Croce and Dilthey, 
Mannheim thus demonstrates the ultimate futility of 
any attempt to escape the consequences of historical 
relativism once the philosophic basis of that relativism 
is accepted. 
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CHAPTER III 


The Presuppositions Of Historical Relativism 

In the preceding chapter we have discussed three 
representative expositions of the relativistic position, 
and it is now in place to interpret these expositions to 
the reader, seeking to find that which is held in com- 
mon by them, In this way we shall be able to make 
clear the basic philosophic presuppositions on which 
any relativistic theory of history rests. 

As a guiding thiead for our discussion we may 
revert to our previous generalized statement of his- 
torical relativism. It will be remembered that we 
indicated three points at which relativistic criticism 
of historical knowledge might set in. Let us now 
examine tire thought of Croce, Dilthey, and Mann- 
heim with respect to each of these points 

It is significant that not one of the three men with 
whom we have dealt makes use of the first of the 
relativistic arguments in any of its variant forms. This 
is not surprising for the argument itself is based upon 
a fundamental and obvious fallacy. It seeks to show 
that a historical work cannot be held to be obiectively 
true because it is always poorer in content than is 
the portion of the actual historical process with which 
it purports to deal. The fallacy in this consists in the 
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attempt to identify the knowledge which we may be 
said to have concerning some object with all of the 
characteristics of that object. Such an identification is 
fundamentally out of keeping with the nature of 
knowledge in any and every field of human experi- 
ence. When a person claims to have knowledge of an 
object he does not necessarily believe that he ap- 
prehends the nature of every one of that object’s 
characteristics. In the knowing relationship we are 
always aware that the object-to-be-known transcends 
that which we know concerning it; we seek to grasp 
the nature of an object by successively apprehending 
various of its characteristics. We are always aware 
that these characteristics do not exhaust all that might 
possibly be said concerning it, yet with each succes- 
sive step in our apprehension we feel that we have 
actually gained knowledge. The fact that there may 
be many characteristics of an object which we do not 
know, and which we never shall know, does not alter 
our conviction that we may have gained real insight 
into the nature of that object through the steps which 
we have already taken. Thus, when I say that I 
know something about John Jones, I mean that I know 
something about him, and I feel that what I know may 
be true regardless of how much there may be con- 
cerning him that I do not know. I may, for ex- 
ample, know that John Jones is a certified public 
accountant, and yet not know that he has recently 
undergone an appendectomy; I may know that he has 
a daughter Emma, but I may not know who his 
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parents were. The fact that I do not know that he has 
undergone an appendectomy does not make any the 
less true my statement that he is a certified public 
accountant, and my knowledge that he has a daughter 
Emma is not in the least affected by my ignorance of 
the names of his parents, their ages, nor the number 
of other children that they may have had. And the 
same situation applies to the historian’s enterprise. 
The historian may know that Columbus landed at 
“San Salvador” without knowing everything that 
pertained to that landing, such as the exact time at 
which the landing was effected. And we may gather 
knowledge concerning that landing from the his- 
torian’s work even if his work does not state every- 
thing which he himself actually knows, for example, 
the approximate time at which the landing was made. 
And, finally, we may know that Columbus landed at 
“San Salvador” even if we do not experience any emo- 
tional impact from the fact as recorded by the his- 
torian, or even if we receive an emotional impact 
different from that which Columbus experienced, or 
in fact different from that experienced by any other 
person who has ever known the point in the western 
hemisphere at which Columbus did land. And, 
further, we can say that the historian’s statement that 
Columbus landed at "San Salvador” remains true 
even if the historian ascribes to Columbus no par- 
ticular emotions, or emotions which Columbus did 
not feel on that occasion. 

The foregoing statements demand only two quali- 
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fications concerning the relation o£ one bit of knowl- 
edge to another. First, that although an error on the 
historian’s part may have no bearing on the truth or 
falsity of another statement made by the same his- 
torian It may reveal inadequacies in his methods of 
investigation, and thus give rise to a presumptive 
doubt on our part concerning certain other of his 
statements. Second, there are cases in which the fals- 
ity of one statement is relevant to the truth or falsity 
of another statement In such a case it is impossible 
to know that we have made a true statement con- 
cerning one aspect of an empirical reality without 
also knowing that we have made a true statement 
concerning the other. With tliese two cjualifications 
made we can revert to our original contention: that 
the historical relativist who rests his argument on the 
relative paucity of content in every historical descrip- 
tion is guilty of a false identification of the knowl- 
edge which we have of an object ivith the object 
known. 

As we have pointed out, neither Croce, Dilthey, 
nor Mannheim is guilty of this false identification. 
We may say therefore tliat it is not one of the basic 
philosophic presuppositions of historical relativism, 
even though it has often been used to support the 
relativistic position. This being the case, our refuta- 
tion of this particular argument affords no escape 
from historical relativism, and we may well turn to 
a consideration of other forms of argument which 
have been brought forward. 
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The second argument which we discussed in our 
generalized statement o£ the relativistic position con- 
tended that all historical accounts were falsifications 
of the historical process since the continuity and 
structure which they depicted were not characteristic 
of that process. This argument, it will be lemera- 
bered, assumed two divergent forms. In the one it 
was claimed on supposedly empirical grounds that 
the historical process itself contained no stiucture 
whatsoever, that the structure found in histoiical 
works was infused by the historian himself. In the 
other it was claimed that the process itself was struc- 
tured, but not in the manner which historical works 
revealed. 

It is not surprising that none of the three men 
here to be considered accepts the first form of this 
relativistic argument, for the argument rests upon 
an obvious misstatement of fact. If one tries on em- 
pirical grounds to uphold the contention that the 
historical process is in itself structureless one is im- 
mediately faced with the problem of explaining 
away our apparently naive and spontaneous discrim- 
inations That one event is seen as having a bearing 
upon another is simply and directly a fact of experi- 
ence. That the hammer in hitting the nail drives the 
nail into the board, or that recent German and 
Italian policy were responsible for the increased 
armament program of Britain— these are events whose 
structured and continuous aspects are given us in 
our immediate experience of them. Only a metaphys- 
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ics (such as Rickert’s) could hold that the historical 
material is in itself formless. So far as direct experi- 
ence is concerned, that which we know as the histori- 
cal process is characterized, to a degree at least, by 
structure and continuity. No appeal to "experience” 
can therefore establish historical relativism in this 
fashion. Since this is the case, and since it is clear 
that none of the three men with whom we are here 
dealing would accept this method of argumentation, 
we may dismiss this appeal to experience as provid- 
ing no adequate ground for relativism. 

It is now in place to examine the second form of 
this relativistic argument. We have seen that it has 
sometimes been contended on metaphysical grounds 
that every historical account in some sense falsifies 
the true structure and continuity of the historical 
process. We shall here attempt to show that this view, 
which was shared by Bradley, Beard, Bergson, and 
Stern, must rest upon one specific philosophic doc- 
trine. We shall show that this doctrine is also char- 
acteristic of Croce, Dilthey, and Mannheim, and 
consequently may be claimed to be a basic presuppo- 
sition of historical relativisni. The doctrine to which 
we refer, and which we shall now try to isolate, holds 
t hat historica l knowledge is to be_understoQ(i_rad 
estimated with reference to its settin g in the historical, 
process. 

'■""■'I. 

This doctrine can best be understood as being one 
particul ar manff^ation'ofTlfarwhich has been called 
histoncism (Historismus). Historicism consists in the 
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attempt to take seri ously fin a philosophic sense) the 
fact 6f”ch"ange. It sees behind every particular fact 
the one ultimate fact of change; every particular is 
treated with relation to the process of change out of 
which it arises, and this process is seen as immanent 
in it. This view of the world may express itself in 
many variant forms. Perhaps the most common is 
that which holds every set of cultural values to be ' 
relative to the age in which it is dominant. This foim 
of bistoricism, which we may best speak of as the 
historicity of values, is often identified with histori 
cism as such.^ However, there is also a prevaleni 
form of historicism which we may call that of knowl 
edge, and it is with this form that ive are here dealing 
With respect to knowledge, historicism claims thal 
no statement can be considered true or false withom 
reference to the time at which it was forraulatedj 
for it, like^ every other entity, must be understooo 
in the light of the ever-changing process of history 
Although this view has long been given up with ref 
erence to such statements as the natural scientist 
makes, it is still held to apply to historical accounts 
Our task in this connection lies in the attempt tc 
show that it is this form of historicism which is basic 
to the argument that the structure and continuity of 
the historian’s work do not reflect the structure and 
continuity of the historical process itself. 

It is obvious that the element of relativity which 

1 Cf,, Troeltsch; Der Htstorismtis und seme Probleme, p 68 
also, Rickerf Probleme der Geschichtsphilosophie, pp. 1*9 fl. 
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is introduced into Stern’s and Bergson’s views by the 
“plastic” nature of the past bears out our contention. 
For in so far as the past is plastic, being formed by 
the future, the historian’s view of the past will be 
relative to the position at which he stands in the 
historical process: he will only be able to see the 
past as he and his predecessors have shaped it. Pre- 
cisely the same relativistic doctrine is implicit in 
Bradley’s contention that every historical object en- 
dures as far as it extends its influence. For, if a his- 
torical object endures as long as its influence endures, 
the historian’s vision of that object is relative to his 
position in history; he can know its complete nature 
only as it is manifested up to that point in time at 
which he stands. It is this insistence upon viewing 
know^ledge with respect to its temporal origin that is 
basic in the relativist’s contention that no historical 
account can be adequate to the actual structure and 
continuity of historical events. 

Such an argument might be validated on meta- 
physical grounds similar to those advanced by Stern, 
Bergson, or Bradley. The argument cannot, how- 
ever, be substantiated through any appeal to empiri- 
cal facts of history. Yet Beard’s monistic view seems 
to be based upon empirical grounds. He contends that 
in selecting merely one segment of the historical 
process for consideration' the historian is guilty of 
“cutting off connections with the universal ” ® The 

2 Written History as an Act of Faith (American Historical Re- 
view, V 39 , p. aaS; cited above, p. s8). 
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implication is that as a matter of empirical fact the 
historical process is a continuous and completely in- 
teirelated "One.” But such a view can not be de- 
rived from a study of history and at the same time be 
used to deny the possibility of historical knowledge: 
the relativist must establish it upon metaphysical 
grounds. 

But here it must be pointed out that even if a 
general metaphysical monism is established, such a 
monism does not entail historical relativism. The em- 
pirical historian is not concerned with the ultimate 
nature of the univeise, but with the concrete mani- 
festations of history. There may be an ultimate un- 
derlying unity m the historical process, but the 
historian will never be able to discover it, for he is 
concerned merely with the actual temporal processes 
discernible. On empirical grounds he could at best 
show that these processes manifest a marked unity. 
Thus even the introduction of an ultimate, or meta- 
physical, monism could not establish historical rela- 
tivism as Beard sought to establish it. Re lati vism 
follows not from monism as such, but from those 
more sp ecific m .etaph.ysical.doctiines whi ch de maiid, 
that every work should be estimated with respect to . 
its position in the historical process. This coriclu'sidh 
can be substantiated through an examination of the' 
tho ught of Dilth ey. 

Dilthey held that the historical process, metaphysi- 
cally considered, is an ultimate ever-changing One, 
immanent in all of its "objectifications” (that is, 
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concrete manifestations). This ultimate and temporal 
One he called Life itself. To understand reality 
would be to understand this One, and no understand- 
ing which falls short of this goal is ultimate. How- 
ever, the historian is not concerned with Life as 
such, but with its concrete manifestations. These are 
not illusory for Dilthey, and a knowledge of them 
is therefore truly knowledge even though it is not a 
direct apprehension of metaphysical truth. Thus by 
means of this distinction (which must be drawn if 
one is a metaphysical monist) Dilthey sought to es- 
cape historical relativism without abandoning his 
view that reality was ultimately one and continuous. 

However, as we have seen, Dilthey’s attempt to 
overcome relativism terminated in failure, and it 
will be of interest to note the fundamental cause of 
this failure. It suffices to point out that the break- 
down of historical objectivity enters his thinking be- 
cause he attempted to interpret the understanding 
(das Verstehen) as itself an objectification of this es- 
sentially irrational and unknowable Life. Having 
sought to save historical objectivity by a distinction 
between the ultimate historical process and the ob- 
jectifications of that process, he reverted to a point 
of view which demanded that he treat "the under- 
standing” in relation to the ultimate experience, the 
Life, out of which it arose. Thus in the end Dilthey 
fails in his attempt to save historical objectivity, for 
he refuses to consider the fact of understanding as it 
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is in itself; he seeks to interpret it as a manifestation 
of Life. 

What we have seen with respect to Dilthey can 
further be substantiated through a consideration of 
Croce. It is not metaphysical monism as such which 
establishes relativism in Croce’s view of historical 
knowledge; in fact, he attempts to escape a complete 
relativism by an appeal to the Absolute. Relativism 
enters his system because the particular form ol ideal- 
istic monism to which he holds demands that he 
should consider all knowledge as a spiritual act. He 
therefore insists that knowledge can only be under- 
stood in relation to its source, the absolute, imma- 
nent, historical One. This One, or Spirit, makes its 
object by its own activity, and the object itself, once 
posited, is still unreal except in so far as it is remade 
—posited again— by Spirit. This of course makes it 
impossible to separate out the objects of knowledge 
from the ultimate process of reality; all knowledge 
must be understood with reference to its origin. 
Since Croce conceives of the ultimate Spirit as ever- 
changing, every attempt to gain knowledge must be 
understood with reference to its own place in the 
historical process. It is thus that Croce establishes his 
relativism. Once again we see that it is not metaphysi- 
cal monism as such, but a particular view as to the 
nature of all estimates of knowledge that gives rise 
to historical relativism. 

This can also be seen with reference to the theory 
of Mannheim. Mannheim nowhere acknowledges that 
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he is a metaphysical monist, and it seems unlikely 
to one familiar with his works that he would accept 
any such metaphysical view. Yet Mannheim’s theory 
becomes relativistic at precisely the same point as do 
those of Dilthey and Croce: he seeks to understand 
the validity of knowledge in terms of the relanon 
betw een the know er, and„ the- historical-process- of 
which he is a part. Knowledge for him is to be under- 
stood as" a "living' into” a particular historical situa- 
tion, and it is out of this that his theory of “stand- 
points” or “perspectives” grows. On this view we 
cease to inquire whether a historical work is true or 
false in itself; we attempt to “understand” it with 
reference to the historical conditions under which it 
was formed. As we have seen, such an interpretation 
of historical works is essentially and inescapably 
relativistic. 

It should be clear that we have now isolated a basic 
philosophic presupposition of historical relativism. 
This presupposition consists in the view that knowl- 
edge can only be undersiftad-and-estimated wi-dr-ref- 
erenc e to its place in th e histori cal process. .Such, a 
view was seen to be fundamental not only in the 
thought of Croce, Dilthey, and Mannheim, but to 
underlie the frequently expressed view that every 
historical account falsifies the continuity of the his- 
torical process. For we have pointed out that the 
latter view cannot be established on empirical 
grounds, nor can it be said to follow directly from 
metaphysical monism. It must follow from the at- 
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tempt to estimate a historical work in terms of its 
place in the historical process. As a consequence of 
the pervasiveness of this attempt, and because of the 
inevitability with which relativism follows from it, 
we are justified in terming it a basic presupposition 
of the relativistic doctrine. 

We shall not here attempt to attack the validity of i 
this firsk presupposition of historical relativusm. Un- 
like~tlie”earlier argiirnehts with which we have dealt, 
this position represents a thoroughly serious attempt 
to deal with the problem of historical knowledge, 
it cannot therefore be lightly dismissed. Fuither, it 
has so much in common with the thiid general form 
which relativism takes that it will be better to defei 
critical comment until we arc in a position to deal 
with both at the same time.® 

It will be remembered that the third form of the 
argument in support of historical relativism is to 
be found in the contention that all historical judg- 
ments are value-charged and cannot therpmeTi^b-^ 
jectively valid Like the preceding point of view, this 
contention is central in the theories of the three men 
with whom we are here primarily concerned; it too 
may be said to constitute a basic presupposition of 
historical relativism 

The argument that historical judgments are not 
objective because they are value-charged may assume 
many forms For example, it may consist in an em- 
pirical pointing-out of distortions of fact and of in- 


8 Gf , Chapter VII. 
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terpretation due to the personal or cultural biases of 
particular historians. Yet such an empirical argument 
is not in itself sufficient to establish the position of 
historical relativism. To be an acceptable position 
relativism must rest on some general principle which 
shows that all historical accounts are necessarily dis- 
torted by valuational factors within them. It is now 
OUT task to inquire into the basic philosophic presup- 
positions of such a principle. 

If we compare the thought of Croce, Dilthey and 
Mannheim in regard to the valuational factors in 
historical knowledge we find that each holds that 
the act by means of w'hich the historian grasps the 
past is an interpretative act. By an interpretative act 
is here meant a unification of specific “facts” into a 
meaningful whole. This we can see in Croce’s in- 
sistence on the distinction between history and 
chronicle, in Dilthey’s use of the category of mean- 
ingfulness, and in Mannheim’s concern with the 
“stylistic structure” (Denkstil or Aspektstruktur) of 
the thought which arises from any general ideology. 
In their divergent theories this interpretative aspect 
of the act of historical knowing plays an identical 
rble In each case we find the claim put forward 
that every historical account carries the impress of 
a unifying interpretative principle which is the prod- 
uct of the historian’s activity. In Croce history, as 
distinct from chronicle, is a spiritual act springing di- 
rectly from the interests of the present; in Dilthey 
the meaningfulness which determines the unitary 
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Structure of an object of historical knowledge is given 
by the relation between the portions of that object 
and the historian’s own desires, goal, or will; Mann- 
heim interprets the stylistic structure of thought in 
terms of an active valuing subject “living into” an 
external world. Thus all three agree in this: that 
every historical account is the result of an inter- 
pretative act, and that the interpretative principle to 
be found in that act is a product^of the historian’s 
own interests. 

If we examine this common element in the thought 
of the three relativists with whom we have been 
dealing, we find that it implicitly contains ^o basic 
elements. The first of these takes the form of an 
insistence that the “interpretation” of facts is to be 
understood as proceeding from the side of the sub- 
ject, rather than being forced upon the subject by 
the nature of the material with which he is dealing. 
And it is only natural that if interpretation is im- 
posed on the material by the subject that this inter- 
pretation will be a reflection of the subject’s own 
interests. 

The second of the elements implicit in this view 
is the interpretation of these valuational factors (the 
subject’s own interests) in terms of a naturalistic 
theory of value. By that is meant the interpretation 
of every valuation in terms of the individual’s inter- 
est in an object, and in no other terms. Such a theory 
is opposed to every attempt to hold that values in 
some sense exist independently of specific valuational 
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judgments. We have seen that for Dilthey and for 
Mannheim valuation is to be understood simply as 
the expression of a subject's interest in an object, 
that there is no objective value which the subject 
“comprehends.” Thus for tliem value is constituted 
by the fact that a subject desires an object, this is 
sufficient to characterize that object as a value (or, of 
value) The same holds true of Croce’s theory of 
value, although, for the sake of brevity, we did not 
in our previous treatment of Croce deal with it. 

This second element, taken in connection with 
the first, is extremely important for the argument 
that valuational factors distort every historical ac- 
count. For if it could be shown that the interests of 
the subject which guide his historical interpretations 
are universal and necessarily valid recognitions of 
some transcendent cultural values, then the historical 
account itself would not be distorted by the valua- 
tional factors involved. In that case every historical 
account, while dictated by values, would be “objec- 
tive” in the sense that it would be recognized as 
“true” by all other historians. And this, in fact, is 
the chief line of argument which has been taken by 
the opponents of historical relativism. However, the 
historical relativist would with great vehemence seek 
to deny that any values are objectively valid for all. 

To summarize our argument in the present chap- 
ter we may say that in comparing our generalized 

i For the best statement of Croce’s theory of value see his 
"Ueber dte sogenannten Werturteile” (Logos, v. I, pp. yi ff.) 

9S 



THE PRESUPPOSITIONS OF HISTORICAL RELATIVISM 
Statement of the position of historical relativism with 
the concrete teachings of Croce, Dilthey, and Mann- 
heim we have found that these writers have em- 
braced two of the traditional forms of the relativistic 
argument. Not one of the three has put forward his 
relativism on the grounds which some relativists have 
tended to emphasize: the “incompleteness” of the 
material contained in a historical account. In this re- 
spect Croce, Dilthey, and Mannheim have done well. 
The argument based upon “incompleteness” con- 
tains a basic philosophic fallacy and is easily over- 
come by pointing out that knowledge may be 
considered as valid even though it does not mirror 
the complete nature of the reality with which it 
deals.® At the same time the other two positions 
which are characteristic of relativism have been based 
upon philosophic assumptions which merit more de- 
tailed consideration We may here restate what we 
take the nature of these assumptions to be. 

We have examined the view which holds that the 


actual structure and continuity of the historical proc- 
ess is falsely represented in every historical work; 
we have found that this view can only be defended 
on the assumption that every attempt to gain knowl- 
edge is relative to its place in the historical process. 
This assumption of hisioricism with respect to knowl- 



li We have therefore dismissed it as an argument tor lelativism. 
It IS none the less incumbent upon us to reveal the true nature of 
the historian's "selective" ptocedute, showing on what (actors this 
supposed “incompleteness" actually rests. This analysis is to be 
found primarily in Chapter VIII 
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historical relativism. The second basic presupposi- 
tion of relativism we have found to reside in the 
view that every historical account is dependent upon 
historically conditioned valuational factors. This pre- 
supposition is supplementary to the first; it seeks to 
point out the precise nature of the factors in the 
historical ftux which most largely determine the rela- 
tivity of every historical account. By virtue of the 
fact that this second presupposition permits the rela- 
tivist to appeal directly to the historian’s procedure, 
rather than demanding a purely metaphysical expo- 
sition, it has always been the most popular, most 
characteristic, and strongest argument for historical 
relativism. 
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CHAPTER IV 


Four Counter-Relativists 

Following the procedure previously adopted we 
shall now present separately several attempts to over- 
come the doctrine of historical relativism. These at- 
tempts, like the relativistic doctrines which they seek 
to combat, have a common root; when examined to- 
gether they also possess an inward dialectic. But the 
present chapter will merely present these views in 
their most logical order, leaving it to Chapter V to 
draw together the strands of our discussion and for- 
mulate the outcome of the present argument. 


siMMEL (1858-1915) 

The work of Georg Simmel provides a fruitful 
starting point for our examination of some of the 
more important attempts which have been made to 
escape historical relativism. Chronologically the first 
edition of Die Probleme der Geschichtsphtlosophte 
(1893) stands almost at the beginning of the debate, 
although it is not until the third edition (1907) that 
Simmel’s essential position emerges. By virtue of 
the characteristic intensity with which the problem 
of relativism is faced this work is still one of the 
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most readable and psychologically compelling books 
in the literature of our problem Yet even its last 
revised editions show that Simmel’s position remained 
unclarified, in that the examples, analogies, and 
aphorisms with which they abound conceal unsolved 
problems on every hand. 

The starting point of Simmel lies in his acceptance 
of a Kantian theory of knowledge. Like Kant, Simmel 
holds that if we ask ourselves how knowledge is pos- 
sible within a given field of experience we find that 
the mind creates that knowledge through its own ac- 
tivity, forming by means of its own categories the 
material which is presented to it. It is Simmel’s view 
that if the categories of historical understanding were 
laid bare it would be seen that history as we know it 
is a product of our mind’s activity, and that, having 
recognized this fact, we could the more readily give 
up that search for objectivity which leads inevitably 
to historical scepticism. Simmel, like Kant, attempts 
to hold that the only real objectivity to be attained 
in knowledge lies in the internal necessity of thought. 
He does not, however, hold that the Kantian table of 
categories is adequate to account for historical knowl- 
edge. With some justice he argues that Kant’s table of 
categories provides only for natural-scientific knowl- 
edge, and offers no clues as to how historical descrip- 
tion and explanation necessarily proceed. By uncov- 
ering the specific categories of historical understand- 
ing Simmel hopes to show that although historical 
knowledge is not a mirror-image of history it is not 



FOUR COUNTER-RELATIVISTS 

relative to the standpoint ol the age in which it is 
written; on his view it is only relative to the uni- 
versal and necessary categories out of which all writ- 
ten history springs. Thus Simmel at one and the same 
time seeks to undermine both the Rankian ideal of 
historical objectivity and the relativistic assertion 
that each age must create past history anew. In order 
to come to an estimate of Simmel’s success in this 
undertaking we must first examine what he takes to 
be the material of historical knowledge and then turn 
to an examination of the categories on the basis of 
which this material is formed. 

For Simmel the material which enters into his- 
torical knowledge is comprised wholly of human ex- 
perience; unless an occurrence is human that occur- 
rence is not material which can be formed into a 
history. On this point he goes far beyond the state- 
ments usually made concerning the material of his- 
torical knowledge. Whereas many persons delimit 
history (as a separate discipline) with reference to 
occurrences which are human in either character or 
influence, Simmel holds that the material of history 
is wholly human (psychological) in' character; that all 
historical accounts are concrete descriptions and ex- 
planations of nothing but human feelings, thoughts, 
and acts of will; that the only external events which 
appear in the field of history appear as they are re- 
flected in the inner experience of the individuals or 
groups who participate in them. He says, “All outer 
occurrences, political and social, economic and reli- 
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gious, legal and technical, would be neither interest- 
ing nor intelligible to us if they did not result from 
or give rise to psychical reactions (Seelenbewegun- 
gen).” ^ Thus all of the external events of man’s life, 
including the forms of his social organization, enter 
into a historical account merely as bridges between 
the impulses and feeling of different individuals. 
This radical delimitation of the field of history trans- 
forms what is usually thought of as historical inquiry 
into an attempt to grasp and interpret the realm of 
psychological fact. But, if tliis be the case, what dis- 
tinguishes history from the field of psychology? 

Simmel is able to distinguish between the disci- 
plines of history and psychology by means of his in- 
sistence on the individual, concrete nature of his- 
torical understanding as against the generalizing pro- 
cedure of the natural sciences, among which psychol- 
ogy is to be numbered. To this first and major dif- 
ference in the formulation of historical and psycho- 
logical knowledge other differences may be added. 
The psychologist, for example, is not so much in- 
terested in the content of psychical experiences as he 
is in the process by means of which that content is 
experienced, whereas the historian is not interested 
in how it happens that a given content of conscious- 
ness was experienced but rather in what that content 
was. Simmel expresses this difference when he says, 
“For history it is not so much a question of the de- 
velopment of psychical content, as of the psychical 

lilie Probleme der Geschtchtsphilosophw, p. i. 
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development of content.” “ However unclear this may 
be, he adds to it a third difference between history 
and psychology. He holds that psychology is inter- 
ested in the genetic explanation of all psychical con- 
tent, whereas history is interested in a description 
of only such content as falls under the concept of 
political activity, diplomacy, or the like. By this 
means he is finally able to separate psychology and 
history, even though holding that the material of 
historical inquiry is wholly to be found within the 
realm of psychical (psychological) experience. 

We have now before us the nature of the historical 
material as Simmel conceives it, but we have not 
seen how this material arises into the consciousness 
of the historian. It is clear that a historian’s material 
is not confined to his personal experiences. It follows 
therefore that he must gain that material which his 
mind is to form into a historical narrative by virtue 
of an awareness of the psychical data of others (a 
transsubjective awareness). Simmel explains this 
awareness by postulating a combination of sympa- 
thetic understanding (mitfiihlen) and a direct feeling 
of transsubjectivity (Gefuhl des Uebersubjektiven). 
In dealing with the first aspect of this process of 
awareness, he comes perilously close to the traditional 
view of an analogical judgment as the basis for our 
understanding of others; "He who has never loved 
will never understand the lover, a choleric tempera- 
ment will never understand a phlegmatic one . , . and, 

2 Die Probleme der Geschichtsphilosophie, p, 39. 
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conversely, we will more readily understand the 
movements, expressions and actions of others the 
more often we ourselves have experienced those af- 
fections for which these are the symbols.” ^ Thus, on 
the basis of our own experience we apprehend the 
elements of the psychical life of others, according to 
Simmel. But he holds that this apprehension must be 
supplemented by a further element if we are really 
to understand the personality of others. It is not 
enough for the historian to grasp elements of con- 
sciousness, he must also see how these elements are 
fitted together into that whole which is the true per- 
sonality of the subject. As the necessary supplement 
to merely sympathetic apprehension (mitfiihlen) Sim- 
mel brings forward the category of a direct feeling 
of transsubjectivity. He means by this the appre- 
hension of the given psychical manifold as part of 
the experience of another. In order that this feeling 
should be present we must be able to consider that 
experience as “typical.” For Simmel contends that 
the only way in which we can know that a contem- 
plated psychical manifold is not merely a part of our 
own experience, but also belongs to another, is to 
see that the elements comprising it fit together in a 
fashion which is not explicable on the basis of the 
partiality and accidental conditions of our own sub- 
jective psychical life. To make this clear he uses the 
analogy of a poem: the only way in which we know 
the "rightness” of a poem (the validity of its internal 

s Dte Pwbleme der Geschichlsphtlosophte, p. jg 
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Structure) is through its "universalily,” that is through 
its “consistently imaginable character.” So too in the 
apprehension of the psychical life of another person; 
we are convinced of the validity of our apprehension 
only because we have the feeling that here is a set of 
psychical elements which fit together in a thoroughly 
intelligible fashion, that is, in a fashion which we 
think to be typical of the way in which the psychical 
life of an individual unfolds. 

On this theory of the manner in which we appre- 
hend the experience of others rests the whole of 
Simmel's attempt to deal with the methodology of 
history. Simmel holds that since the material of his- 
tory IS nothing but the apprehension of psychical ex- 
perience in its concreteness and individuality, what- 
ever shows us the nature of such experience gives us 
history. The fundamental categories of historical un- 
derstanding are therefore those forms of cognition 
in which the unity of the concrete individuality in 
question is apprehended. Simmel does not, however, 
give us much detailed analysis of the precise nature 
of these categories. We may best take the classifica- 
tion of them given by Troeltsch,® according to which 
there are four; selection (Auslese), individuality (In- 
dividualitat), totality (Totalitat), and meaningful- 
ness (Sinndeutung or Sinnbeziehung). These are the 
categories which form the material given in psychical 
experience. This psychical experience may be either 

iFor this definition of aesthetic universality, C/. E E Carritt; 
Theory of Beauty, p. 83 

s Troeltsch: Der Historismus und seine Probleine, p 578. 
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one’s own experience or that of another; in either 
case as mere experience it is essentially formless, as 
known experience these categories are implicit in it. 
Let us take as an example the role which selection 
plays in giving form to a concrete bit of iiistorical 
writing. A historian dealing with the life of a diplo- 
mat is interested in tracing the development of those 
psychical experiences which relate to the diplomatic 
activity of his subject. But to follow out such a de- 
velopment the historian must select from the total 
experience of his subject only those elements which 
have bearing on the particular content in question, 
that is, only those feelings and volitions which can 
be subsumed under the concept of diplomacy. In 
actuality these psychical experiences were crossed and 
recrossed by many other experiences; in a historical 
work they stand out as an isolated continuity. Every 
historical work shows just such a continuity, and thus 
selection may be said to be a necessary category of his- 
torical knowledge. 

The second category of historical knowledge, diat 
of individuality, can be seen to be necessary by the 
fact that every historical account has two character- 
istics: first, it springs from a theoretic interest in 
certain of the revealed contents of a historian’s ex- 
perience (e.g., Ranke’s awareness of the German Ref- 
ormation) and second, it must possess unity. The 
historian is only able to give unity to the material 
of which he is aware by means of linking it to the 
psychical experience of one individual, or by postu- 
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lating a group-soul. In either case he is forming the 
material of which he is aware around the central core 
of a single individuality, and individuality becomes a 
category for the forming of experience into a his- 
torical account. 

Closely allied with the category of individuality 
we find the category of totality. As we have just seen, 
Simmel holds that the historian must in every case 
gather together the psychical experience of which he 
is aware around the core of an individual or of a 
group-soul. In so doing he seeks to portray the essen- 
tial character of an individual or group-individual. 
This attempt to understand the individual demands a 
synthesis of experienced elements into a totality, and 
this is the third category of historical knowledge. This 
category of totality is nothing but an expression of 
the historian’s interest in giving a complete picture 
of the individual being around whom he has cen- 
tered the psychical data of which he has become 
aware; it is nothing, that is, but the expression of a 
necessary attempt on the part of the mind to fill out 
with real flesh and blood the individual skeleton 
which stands at the core of a historical narrative. 

The fourth category, meaningfulness, is in turn 
involved in the others already mentioned, since the 
attempt to contemplate as a single living whole an 
individual whose experiences are successive in time 
demands that we see one portion of this experience 
as relevant to another. It is this which Simmel ap- 
parently intends by the term meaningfulness. 
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Let US now see where these distinct but interlock- 
ing categories are to be found in historical writing. 
Let us take as an example the history of European 
painting. If the historian is to produce a history in 
Simmel’s sense he cannot, it is clear, be content with 
giving an account of works of art merely as created 
objects; he must rather deal with those works in re- 
lation to the consciousness (Zeitgeist) of the times in 
which they were created. And here he must utilize 
selection, for it is evident that not all of the works 
of the times, nor all of the psychical effects of any 
particular work are to be considered in his history. 
The precise nature of the selection which the histor- 
ian makes from among all the material at his disposal 
depends upon the three other categories with which 
it is connected Eor the selection is made with refer- 
ence to the individuality which the historian seeks 
to describe. In this case— the history of European 
painting— it is clear that the individuality in question 
is not that of a single person, but is a collective in- 
dividuality (the European psyche) or else a succession 
of such collective individualities (the Mediaeval, Ren- 
aissance, etc.) Thus where the historian does not 
find an individual at the core of history he postulates 
the existence of one. But this individuality leads 
beyond itself into the category of totality. Once seen 
as the core of history the individual must be portrayed 
as a single whole which includes all of the elements 
which the historian is forced to consider. The Euro- 
pean or the Renaissance spirit becomes more than a 
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skeleton around which history is built, for the his- 
tory becomes a history of that spirit, and all elements 
must be fitted together as aspects of its total develop- 
ment. Simmel himself recognizes that this on occa- 
sion demands a certain forcing of the material, and 
he is willing to admit the appeal to an unconscious 
will residing in the group where no other hypothesis 
can bring the material together into a totality This 
procedure, which seems to run counter to the whole 
notion of historical accuracy, would be defended by 
Simmel on the ground that only by means of some 
postulate could these diverse elements be rendered 
intelligible, and therefore that an apparent forcing 
is in such cases demanded by the category of mean- 
ingfulness. This last is, it appears, the ultimate cate- 
gory of the historical understanding, giving order to 
the other categories which we have been discussing. 
For it is evident that on Simmel’s Kantian grounds 
the whole nature of the knowing activity is to bring 
intelligibility into the formless and hence unintelli- 
gible realm of mere experience. And historical un- 
derstanding, which is by nature the apprehension of 
the development of psychical content, must proceed 
by selecting its material on the basis of the meaning- 
fulness of that development as a whole. A history 
such as the history of European painting would there- 
fore be so constructed as to show the significance of 
each aspect of the European spirit for the develop- 
ment of that spirit itself. 

»D>e Probleme der Geschichtsphilosophie, p. sof. 
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I£ we ask what objectivity Simmel ascribes to his- 
tory as thus written we find that his answer is thor- 
oughly Kantian. History as known is the result of 
spiritual activity; it is no copy of mere experience. 
The categories which are presupposed by historical 
writing are sufficient guarantees of universality for 
they are nothing but the manifestations of those “in- 
ner energies” which form sensuous material into 
knowledge.^ Thus historical knowledge, like all 
other knowledge, is epistemologically objective even 
though it is metaphysically subjective. When Simmel 
comes to the explanation of this epistemological ob- 
jectivity he appeals, as we have noted, to the direct 
feeling of transsubjectivity. In order to show how 
the categories which we have just been discussing 
provide a guarantee for objectivity we must see the 
relation in which they stand to the feeling of trans- 
subjectivity. 

It will be recalled that in dealing with the histo- 
rian’s awareness of the psychical content of anodrer 
person’s experience Simmel depended upon a postu- 
lated sympathetic understanding and a direct feeling 
of transsubjectivity. The latter, he held, is a result 
of our awareness that this set of psychical data belong 
together independently of our apprehending them 
together: that, as in the case of a poem, the internal 
consistency of the given elements provides a guaran- 
tee that the object whose elements they are consid- 
ered to be is not a product of our own individual 

1 Die Probleme der Geschichtsphilosophie, p. xo f. 
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modes of experiencing. This being the case, it can be 
seen that the feeling of transsnbjectivity rests upon the 
categories with which we have been dealing, since 
it is they which give to our experiencing its unity and 
meaningfulness, that is, its internal consistency. It is 
in this sense that Simmel claims that the categories 
of historical understanding guarantee historical 
objectivity. 

In brief Simmel’s argument has been that no his- 
torical work is able to reproduce actual experience 
without radically transforming it. He holds, however, 
that such a transformation proceeds according to 
apriori categories, and that these categories provide 
a guarantee that the knowledge which results from 
their employment is not limited by the personality 
and period of the historian. This guarantee is ex- 
pressed in the form of a direct feeling of transsub- 
jectivity. This feeling is a product of the categories 
and is, at the same time, the test by means of which 
the historian measures his objectivity. 

Let us now see to what extent Simmel has over- 
come historical relativism and presented an adequate 
alternative to it. Our estimate of Simmel’s work on 
this score will necessarily depend upon a threefold 
appraisal; first, whether Simmel’s account of the 
manner in which we gain access to the material of 
history is safe against the onslaught of relativism; 
second, whether the categories by means of which 
Simmel hopes to guarantee objectivity do in fact 
serve as a sufficient guarantee; and, third, whether 
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Simmers account of the nature of historical knowl- 
edge is in itself, apart from all questions of relativism, 
an adequate account. 

It is in the first place clear that Simmel’s account 
of how we gain a knowledge of other selves, that is, 
how we attain to an awareness of the material of his- 
torical knowledge, is not psychologically plausible. 
The circularity of an appeal to an analogical judg- 
ment on which our awareness of other selves is sup- 
posedly based has often been pointed out. But 
Simmel, it will be recalled, held that the material 
for history was not derived simply from such analogi- 
cal judgments. Although those judgments are the 
sole means by which the historian becomes aware of 
the content of historical events, his recognition of 
the historical (non-subjective) nature of that content 
depends upon the feeling of transsubjectivity, that is, 
upon the perception that tire psychical states con- 
stituted a unified whole whose internal structure was 
manifestly different from the structure of our own 
self as experienced by us. 

Now the relativist could argue that historical rela- 
tivism is inescapable so long as the historian depends 
(as Simmel admits) upon analogical judgments for 
his awareness of the content of historical events. 
For any analogical judgment necessarily distorts the 
material which it supposedly grasps: the historian’s 
experience, on the basis of which the judgment pro- 
ceeds, carmot be identical with the experience of the 
historical personages who are to be understood. To 
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this Simmel would agree, merely substituting for the 
term “distorts" the Kantian notion that the subject 
“forms" that material. But the relativist would argue 
further that the analogical judgments of two historians 
would differ as much from each other as each judg- 
ment would differ from the material which it pur- 
ported to grasp. Again, perhaps more reluctantly, 
Simmel would be forced to agree: for if it is clear 
that one’s own character and experiences serve as 
limits to one’s apprehension of the psychical content 
of another’s experience there is no guarantee that any 
two historians will have access to the same historical 
materials even if they have at their disposal identical 
records and sources. But the relativist could push 
this admission yet farther by pointing out that even 
if two individuals living within the same country 
and period could be said (by an act of faith) to have 
the same material before them, it is assuredly true (on 
empirical grounds) that the experience of individuals 
in different periods of the woild's history are in some 
respects radically dissimilar; with respect to those 
experiences the identical past object -would furnish 
self-contradictory material to different historians. 
This I take to be a point at which Simmel’s view of 
historical knowledge fails to provide an answer to 
historical relativism. 

It might with some force be objected, however, 
that Simmel is not interested in guaranteeing uni- 
versality to any particular interpretation of historical 
sources; that he is, on the contrary, only interested in 
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establishing the fact that such interpretations can 
ultimately be fitted together into a final and objective 
historical interpretation, in which each variant inter- 
pretation would play whatever part it could. It is 
for this purpose that Simmel introduces the apriori 
categories which we, following Troeltsch, have classi- 
fied as the categories of selection, individuality, total- 
ity, and meaningfulness. If we examine what ob- 
jectivity these categories afford we will, however, 
come to a disappointing conclusion. 

Simmel holds that the feeling of transsubjectivity 
provides us with whatever clues we can be said to 
possess concerning the objectivity of judgments. This 
feeling depends upon those categories which form the 
material presented by analogical judgments into 
single individual or social wholes. We test the ele- 
ments which are said to make up that whole against 
oui notion of what its nature must be, and we find 
its nature through an examination of its elements. 
Simmel recognizes the apparent circularity of this 
method of attaining knowledge of historical objects, 
but he holds it to be the only method by means of 
which the historian can proceed.® And this in fact 
constitutes a valuable recognition of the insepara- 
bility of analysis and synthesis in the historian’s task. 
But it is perfectly clear from Simmel’s discussion of 
this problem that the whole emphasis of his thought 
was placed on the side of what he would term “syn- 
thesis,” that is, on the construction of a whole out of 

8 Die Probleme der Geschichlsphilosophie, p aS. 

ii6 



FOUR COUNtER-RFLATlVlSTS 

disci ete elements. The analogies which Simmel draws 
between artistic construction (or appreciation) and 
historical understanding are so frequent as to leave 
no doubt as to this. It becomes important therefore 
to inquire how one can distinguish history from 
art, 

The sole relevant difference between them, in the 
light of Simmel’s discussion, seems to be that in his- 
torical knowledge we have the material given us 
through analogical judgments and not from the realm 
of our own psychical experience. But if, as we have 
seen, the universality of our analogical judgments is 
open to doubt then historical understanding seems 
to merge with art, for the categories cannot m them- 
selves guarantee the uniform nature of the material 
elements upon which they are used, Instead of pro- 
viding a basis for objectivity, therefore, the categories 
at best provide an explanation of how the historian’s 
mind works in producing a history out of materials 
given to him by analogical judgments. But if these 
materials vary from historian to historian the fact 
that the same forms of procedure are gone through 
by each historian in no way guarantees the compati- 
bility of their variant views. Between a guarantee of 
objectivity and the attribution of identical mental 
processes to all historians there is an absolute cleft so 
long as it is not demonstrated that the material on 
which these processes are employed is also an identi- 
cal material. It is precisely the latter point which, 
as we have shown, Simmel leaves in doubt. 
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We have seen then that Simmel furnishes us with 
no guarantees of universal acknowledgement in re- 
gard to the material of historical accounts, and that as 
a consequence the synthesis of understanding which 
arises from this material according to apriori cate- 
gories cannot be guaranteed but only explained. Thus 
it may be said that his view of historical knowledge 
does not escape relativism. We must now ask whether 
it is in itself an adequate account. 

The vigor of Simmel’s thought on the problem 
of historical understanding cannot be denied, and 
the concreteness with which he carries on his discus- 
sion reflects a deep personal concern with problems 
of cultural history. However, when one examines his 
illustrations one sees that it is with the problems of 
cultural history (as usually understood) that he is 
primarily concerned. The whole emphasis on the ma- 
terial of history as the development of psychical con- 
tent, the interest in the unconscious group-will, in 
the periodization of history, and the continued em- 
phasis on historical understanding as a construction 
of a “stylized image” (stilisierte Gebilde) " shows that 
Simmel was building his theory of history on the 
basis of an analysis of the problems of cultural his- 
tory, and not on the basis of works narrower in scope 
and less philosophic in import. If, as may be the case, 
one should find that there is a real difference between 
cultural history as Simmel understands it, and his- 
torical works which deal with other historical mate- 

0 Die Probleme der Geschichtsphilosophie, p. S17. 
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rials, then Simmel’s account is likely to be inadequate 
as a treatment of historical knowledge as such. 

In turning now to an examination of Rickert we 
come to a theory of history which possesses a far 
broader base and is argued with greater dialectical 
skill. But we shall find that Rickert continues 
Simmel’s Kantian approach, and we shall find that 
here too Kantianism breaks down against the stub- 
bornness of an unexplained (and, for the Kantian, un- 
intelligible) mass of material. 


RICKERT (1863-1936) 

Rickert, more than any other thinker, stands at 
the center of all philosophic discussion concerning 
the problem of historical knowledge. Die Grenzen 
der naturwissenschaftlichen BegriQsbildung which he 
first published in 1902, and which has undergone 
alteration through five editions, is beyond dispute 
the classic work in the field. Together with Rickert’s 
other discussions of the historical problem, it provides 
a theory which in scope, consistency, and logical sub- 
tlety far surpasses all other works with which we shall 
be dealing. For that reason it is in a sense unfair to 
Rickert to treat of him at this point. Yet if we are 
to understand the significance of Scheler and 
Troeltsch it can only be through a contrast and com- 
parison with Rickert, whose work, in its earliest form, 
provided the background for theirs. But we must 
be careful in considering Rickert here, not to dis- 
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CUSS him merely as Scheier and Troeltsch first, saw 
him, for each of the five editions of Die Grenzen has 
carried him beyond the position which they— not 
without reason— ascribed to him. And yet Rickcrt’s 
position, as he himself would insist, has not changed. 
If we draw the full logical consequences of his 
thought we shall see that in spite of his many polemi- 
cal assertions and denials even his later statements are 
defenseless against most of the attacks which they 
launched against him. 

Rickert, like Simmel, starts from a thorough- 
going Kantian position, but unlike Simmel he at- 
tempts to show that the complete nature of a his- 
torical account is determined by values. In this we 
can see that he represents a step beyond Simmel, but 
a step taken in the same dii'ection: for him not 
merely the form but the material of historical ac- 
counts depends upon non-existential factors. We must 
now consider closely, and in considerable detail, just 
how Rickert attempts to establish his view that values 
determine the complete nature of every historical 
account. 

Rickert’s earliest concern with the problem of 
historical knowledge arose out of his attempt to 
undermine the then prevailing view that knowledge 
and “the scientific method” were identical. Follow- 
ing in the footsteps of Windelband’s famous rectoral 
address,^® Rickert drew a distinction between nat- 
ural-scientific knowledge and historical knowledge. 

10 Geschickte und Natunuissenschaft (1894). 
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This distinction, which is drawn in the first sections 
of Die Grenzen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffs- 
bildung may here be briefly discussed. 

Rickert seeks to delimit the field of the natural- 
sciences not through an analysis of their subject mat- 
ter but through a consideration of the formal 
elements involved in them. This procedure is par- 
alleled in his treatment of historical knowledge, 
where he first inquires into the historian’s purpose on 
the assumption that this purpose determines the form 
of historical accounts. This method of proceeding has 
its basis in Rickert’s Kantian view that knowledge 
can never grasp actuality without transforming it, 
and that such a transformation is always determined 
by the theoretical purpose (Erkenntniszweck) which 
lies behind the attempt to gain knowledge. 

According to Rickert the characteristic form of 
natural-scientific knowledge lies in the use made of 
general concepts, or laws. The purpose of these con- 
cepts is to overcome the extensive and intensive mul- 
tiplicity of things; to bring together and to simplify 
the infinite manifold of the external world. This the 
general concept does by virtue of its generality. It 
looks away from the individuality, the concreteness 
and the uniqueness of the manifold under consider- 
ation, concentrating on the recurring, or general, as- 
pects of actuality. 

Historical knowledge, on the other hand, is char- 
acterized by an interest in the particular. It grasps 
both concreteness and individuality; its purpose is 
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1.0 discover not the general but the individual con- 
cepts of things. The specific function of history is to 
call attention to the uniqueness of certain objects. 
This difference between historical and natural- 
scientific knowledge is summarized by Ricker t when 
he says: “Empirical reality becomes nature when we 
regard it with reference to the general (das Allge- 
meine), it becomes history when we regard it with 
reference to the particular and individual (das Be- 
sondere und Individuelle).” 

This distinction between the two forms of knowl- 
edge is basic to all of Rickert’s discussion of history, 
and for that reason he builds his argument slowly. 
Yet the point is clear enough, and well grounded: 
science is interested in the general, it strives lor gen- 
eralized systematic knowledge, and for it an indi- 
vidual thing IS but the representative of a principle, 
an example that is used to establish a law; but his- 
tory is interested in the particular, in what actually 
did occur, in the presentation of this or that unique 
happening. Rickert acknowledges that this formal 
distinction between the two types of knowledge is not 
absolute in the sense that all natural science is to be 
thought of as entirely devoid of historically repre- 
sented things. His distinction is a logical one, and 
has formal validity only: there will be some crossing- 
over between the divisions, every object may be con- 
sidered from either standpoint, and within each prov- 
ince there will be all degrees of generality and indi- 


uDie Gremen, p. aay. 
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viduality. But as a formal distinction it is not open 
to attack. 

Our problem, however, is not concerned with a 
further inquiry into the validity or the usefulness of 
such a distinction, but rather in tracing out the con- 
sequences of this distinction for Rickert’s view of 
history. Starting from his contrast between the gen- 
erality of scientific concepts and the individuality 
which clraracterizes history, Rickert seeks to deter- 
mine what makes us contemplate an object as indi- 
vidual.^^ At once the criterion of indivisibility springs 
to mind. This criterion cannot, however, show us 
the meaning of historical individuality so long as it is 
interpreted as meaning physical divisibility. If we 
look, however, at the difference between the Kohinoor 
diamond and a lump of coal, we find the concept of 
indivisibility taking on new significance. Both the 
diamond and the coal are physically divisible, but 
they differ in their "historical” individuality. The 
diamond cannot be divided without losing some of 
its value and for the reason we look upon it as an 
individual: it is considered as an individual because 
we believe that it should not be divided. Obviously 
the reason why it should not be divided is the fact 
that it is a unique bearer of certain values, and therein 
lies its true individuality. Now this Rickert carries 
over into the realm of history proper, a historical 
individual being for him the unique bearer of cer- 


12 Concerning what follows, Cf , Die Grenzen, Ch. IV, Sect. S 
(Das historische Individiium). 


123 



THE PROBLEM OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE 

tain values. Goethe or Napoleon is thus a historical 
personage in a sense in which the average man is not, 
and Goethe and Napoleon enter into historical works 
because it is seen that in them, uniquely, were realized 
certain values. In this way, starting from a contrast 
between the generality of the natural sciences and 
the particularity of history, Rickert finds that histoii- 
cal knowledge is based from the very foundations 
up on the acknowledgement of values. 

Now Rickert is at this point careful to draw a dis- 
tinction between the act of valuing (Wertung) and 
the act of relating an object to values (Wertbezieh- 
ung). That which makes an object a historical in- 
dividual is not, according to Rickert, the fact that the 
historian personally values it, but rather that he 
sees its value-relevance, its relation to values. A person 
or a social movement only becomes a historical “in- 
dividual” when we see that through him or it certain 
transcendent values enter into the realm of the actual. 
While the historian may personally value some friend, 
that friend only becomes an object for historical con- 
templation if he is so related to the universal cul- 
tural values of mankind as to be irreplaceable. For 
the historian the average men is to Goethe as a lump 
of coal is to the Kohinoor diamond. 

This introduction of values into the historian’s 
enterprise enables Rickert to offer a delimitation of 
history according to its subject matter. For if history 
is constrained by its theoretical purpose to deal with 
value-relevant objects, the field of historical inquiry 
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can be readily defined. The only place at which values 
enter into actuality is through the valuations of 
human beings. Thus history must be essentially 
human in its scope. But if history is to be knowledge 
it must rise above the merely subjective, and relate 
the objects of its contemplation to generally ac- 
knowledged values. These generally acknowledged 
individual values are identified by Rickert with “cul- 
tural” values (Kulturwerte), and history becomes, as 
a consequence, cultural knowledge (Kulturwissen- 
schaft). The long and tortuous argument which led 
Rickert to this position cannot here be followed in 
detail. It may merely be noted that much of this argu- 
ment was directed against a material delimitation of 
history which rested on the contrast between nature 
(Natur) and spirit (Geist). It is to the credit of Rickert 
that rather than fall in with the prevalent but vague 
notion of the "Geisteswissenschaften,” he forged an 
alternative concept which, without sacrificing the 
value ol that designation, stressed the important fact 
that history necessarily deals with socially significant 
events (Kultur). 

But Rickert recognizes that this linkage of value 
and history does not carry him far enough, for he has 
up to this point merely demonstrated the relation of 
values to the historian’s selection of his subject mat- 
ter. He wishes also to prove that the form of the 
historical account, the method m which the historian 
treats his subject matter, is determined by values. 
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We must follow this argument in somewhat greater 
detail. 

Rickert points out that in every historical account 
there is an element of selection, and it is his purpose 
to prove that what determines this selective process 
is the historian’s orientation toward values. Now he 
takes it as an established fact that the historian se- 
lects the object of his account with reference to 
values. The portrayal of this object must also pro- 
ceed with reference to these same values if the orig- 
inal choice is to have any meaning: it is inconceivable 
that a historian should determine what is “historical" 
through a consideration of values, and then proceed 
to leave these values totally out of account. In other 
words, if its relation to values makes an object "his- 
torical,” the "historical” account of that object can- 
not fail to stress the object’s relation to those same 
values. But Rickert does not wish to hold that the 
historian actually and directly relates the object of 
his attention to values, for this would run counter 
to all that we know of historical works. Furthermore, 
since the cultural values in question are, according to 
Rickert, purely formal in character (the state, art, 
law, morality, religion, and the like), every his- 
torical work would necessarily be empty and formal. 
To avoid this reduction of history to the purely 
formal, and at the same time to hold that values de- 
termine the inner nature of a historical account pre- 
sents Rickert with some difficulties. These he avoids 
by the introduction of the concept of concrete “value- 
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structures” (Sinngebilde).’^® These value-structures are 
the manifestations of the formal values in particular 
situations; their nature is determined by the values, 
but in contradistinction to the latter they are indi- 
vidual and not general. It is with these concrete value- 
structures (“this particular state,” instead of the 
value: “statehood”) that the historian is concerned; 
his account is therefore neither empty nor formal. 
On the other hand, these value-structures can only be 
understood with reference to general values, for the 
particular state would not have its being were it not 
for the acknowledgement of the value of statehood. 
Thus Rickert is able to save his insistence on the 
relation of a historical account to universal values, 
and yet not give up the concreteness of history 
This introduction of the concept of concrete value- 
structures demands, however, that every historical 
account have as its central core human valuations as 
they appear in concrete cultural form (Sinngebilde). 
But here again actual historical accounts seem to deny 
Rickert’s contention, and again he must seek a rec- 
onciliation of his theory and those works. For while 
it is certain that valuations form part of the mate- 
rial with which the historian deals, it is equally cer- 
tain that non-valuational, in fact non-human, 
elements, such as the contour of a battlefield, also 
have their place in a historical work. This fact Rickert 
seeks to explain by his distinction between the pri- 


18 Concerning what follows, Cf„ Die Probleme der Geschichts- 
phtlosophie, Ch. I, Sect. 6, and Die Grenzen, Ch IV, Sect. 9. 
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mary and the secondary historical objects. A primary 
historical object is one selected for consideration by 
the historian because of its relation to universal 
values; a secondary historical object, however, is not 
a unique bearer of universal values, but it enters into 
a historical account only because the historian must 
take cognizance of it in order to understand some 
primary object. Thus Goethe would be a primary 
historical object, while Goethe’s father would be 
a historical object of the secondary type. Or, to take 
another example, the battle of Thermopylae would 
be a primary historical object, while the contour of 
that battlefield would be a secondary historical object. 
From these examples it can be seen that the relation 
holding between a secondary and a primary historical 
object is a causal relation. This Rickert recognizes. 
But we may well ask how, on Rickert’s view, causal 
explanation can be related to value explanation. This 
cpiestion leads us into the very heart of his theory of 
a historical account. 

Rickert recognizes that every historical event is 
temporal, that no non-enduring “event” is the subject 
of a historical account. Further, he admits that every 
historical object, like every other phase of actuality, 
is heterogeneous rather than simple. Therefore, if 
value-relevance is to be the determining factor in the 
nature of a historical account, it must show itself 
through the whole of the historical individual, that is, 
through all its changing aspects. This can only be the 
case when each of the aspects of a historical object 
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contributes to its value. And Rickert in fact insists 
that it is this which determines the selection of the 
elements which make up a historical object: the his- 
torian, relating the whole individual to a value, selects 
as aspects or elements of that individual those factors 
which determine its unique value. In this, as Rickert 
admits, every historical object when viewed as a 
series of events has the characteristic stamp of “tele- 
ology" on it. This teleological conception in which 
each part seems to lead purposefully into the next is 
nothing but the “developmental” view of a historical 
object This Rickert recognizes, and he claims that 
every historical narrative is the account of a develop- 
ment. But our question remains to be answered: how 
is it that Rickert can hold to some measure of causal 
explanation and yet embrace the view that the ele- 
ments of a historical object are those of its aspects 
which are relevant to the values embodied in the 
object as a whole? 

To this question Rickert gives no clear answer He 
holds that history must show not merely what was, 
but also why it was, that is, what caused it.^^ The 
historian, according to Rickert, must place the ob- 
ject of his contemplation in its proper context, and 
since every object, no matter what its nature, is at 
once an effect and a cause, the causal analysis of his- 
torical objects seems to be demanded. But what, in 
fact, is Rickert’s view? After quoting with approval 

C/., Die Gremen, p. 373. Concerning what follows C/, Die 
Grenzen, pp. 393 ff., and Die Probleme der Geschichtsphilosophie, 
p. 81. 
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Schopenhauer’s dictum that causality is no hack that 
one can stop when one will, Rickert holds that causal 
explanation forms part of a historical account in 
either of two ways. Firstly, one can trace the causes 
of a primary historical object back to secondary his- 
torical objects. Secondly, one can trace the causal rela- 
tions existing between secondary historical objects 
just as far as one chooses, the limits being set either 
by caprice or by the amount of material demanded to 
cement together the elements of the historical ac- 
count so that it can be re-experienced (nacherlebt) by 
the reader. As Rickert himself admits, this answer in 
its second aspect is of no theoretical significance. Yet 
it serves to illustrate the inner weakness of Rickert’s 
entire theory. 

It is certain that the historian must do more than 
trace a teleological manifestation of cultural values. 
But when he does more he is involved in causal ex- 
planation. Now Rickert is on safe ground when he 
admits that this causal explanation demands the in- 
troduction of secondary historical objects; for so long 
as the primary historical objects are selected for con- 
sideration on the basis of their value-relevance and 
the secondary historical objects are selected solely on 
the basis of their existential-relevance to these primary 
objects, the value-oriented nature of historical ac- 
counts remains unbroken. But Rickert apparently 
recognizes that no history is written in this manner, 
for if it were there would be no semblance of con- 
tinuity in it. A historical account of, let us say, “the 
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Industrial Revolution” would, according to this view, 
have as its elements a series of descriptions of the 
inventions and techniques which were relevant to 
that concrete value-structure (Sinngebild) known as 
the Industrial Revolution The causes of each of 
these elements would then be traced back into the 
realm of secondary historical objects (the circum- 
stances of this or that man’s life, the labor market in 
this or that town, etc.) until the historical work would 
become a combination of an ideal, value-oriented, 
teleological development on the one hand, and a col- 
lection of rather curious, isolated causal information 
on the other. Thus Rickert goes on to say that the 
historian must trace the causal connections between 
these secondary historical objects, since this alone 
would make of the work a truly historical account. 
But he holds that this tracing of causal connections 
(far from being an irresistible vehicle) halts wherever 
we choose to have it halt. 

Let us now summarize what we have found con- 
cerning Rickert’s view of a historical account, Rick- 
ert holds that the theoretical purpose which deter- 
mines the form of historical knowledge is an interest 
in the particular individual. The selection of which 
individuals are to be treated by the historian is 
determined by the recognition that in certain indi- 
viduals general cultural values are uniquely embod- 
ied. These individuals are the primary historical 
objects. The historian builds his account of them 
with reference to the values which they embody, por- 
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traying in his account the successive stages by which 
the values are realized. But Rickert recognizes that 
the historian goes beyond such a portrayal in almost 
every historical work, examining causes as well as 
developmental consequences, analyzing as well as 
synthesizing Thus he holds that the historian also 
traces the primary historical objects back to their 
actual causes. Recognizing that this would break 
the continuity of a historical account, Rickert ac- 
knowledges the fact that the historian also traces 
causal connections between the secondary historical 
objects, thus linking them to each other as well as to 
the primary historical individuals. However, he holds 
that the latter type of causal portrayal does not con- 
stitute a problem for the theory of historical knowl- 
edge. 

His account of historical knowledge may perhaps 
become somewhat clearer to the reader if, before 
going on to a criticism of this view, we here list the 
general philosophic presuppositions which lie behind 
it. The first of these is that the facts of the past may 
be objectively known, whether those facts be valua- 
tions or non-valuational events. The second presup- 
position is that the knowledge of these facts does not 
in itself constitute “historical” knowledge; in order 
to have historical knowledge we must give these facts 
a particular form, dictated by our theoretical pur- 
pose. Third, that historical knowledge is similar in 
this respect to all knowledge whatsoever, since the 
true object of knowledge is never actual at all, but is 
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always a transcendent value. Fourth, that the tran- 
scendent values are universal, demanding acknowl- 
edgment by all, everywhere. Fifth, that the only 
“objectivity” to be found in knowledge is the Kant- 
ian objectivity of universality and necessity: no 
knowledge ever reproduces actuality. Sixth, that 
causal explanation leads to an infinite regress, and if 
history is to be valid knowledge, its objectivity (ne- 
cessity) must therefore depend upon some principle 
other than causal explanation. 

Bearing these general presuppositions in mind, 
and remembering what has been said concerning the 
account of historical knowledge which Rickert gives, 
it will be well to conclude with a rather extensive 
criticism of Rickert’s theory. Our criticism will fall 
under two headings: first, that Rickert has not actu- 
ally provided an escape from historical relativism; 
second, that in spite of its scope and subtlety Rickert’s 
account of historical knowledge is in itself untenable. 

Rickert’s answer to relativism rests on two points 
in his theory: first, on the distinction between an 
act of valuing (Wertung) and the relating of an ob- 
ject to values (Wertbeziehung); second, on the claim 
that the values which determine the nature of his- 
torical accounts are of universal validity. Now the 
distinction between an act of valuing and the relating 
of an object to values is a valid distinction Further- 
more it enables Rickert to stress a fact -which relati- 
vists sometimes seem to overlook, that the historian 
does not always choose his subject because he likes or 
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dislikes it. It is true that it o£ten appears as if, from 
the very outset, the historian values his matetial in 
terms of his own interests. But it is also true that every 
historian avows a theoretic interest in his material; 
the presence of this theoretic interest obliges his per- 
sonal attitudes to give way before the demands of the 
material itself (Wertbeziehung). Only after he has 
portrayed the nature of the historical events with 
which he deals is the historian in a position to pass 
moral judgment upon past actions. But this he does 
as an ethical personality, and not as a historian. 

This distinction drawn between valuation and 
value-relevance does not carry Rickert far enough. 
For at best it shows that the historian seeks to be ob- 
jective; it certainly does not establish the objectivity 
of his judgments. Rickert’s claim that the values 
involved are universally valid seeks to advance the 
argument for objectivity. It will be seen that if every 
historical judgment is constituted by the acknowl- 
edgment of a value which is valid for all people at 
all times, the relativist will not be able to hold his 
ground. To be sure, the relativist would claim that 
there are no such universal values; but Rickert has 
attempted to establish their reality by a long 
and careful argument. Therefore in considering Rick- 
ert’s answer to relativism, it is necessary to grant him 
his contention that all values are universally valid, 
and to see whether, even on this assumption, he has 
provided for objectivity. 

Now by the objectivity of a judgment Rickert does 
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not mean that the judgment mirrors that aspect of 
actuality with which it deals, for, according to his 
view, all knowledge is transformation of actuality 
through concepts. What objectivity means in his sys- 
tem IS the universal necessity of a judgment; that all 
persons in all times, when confronted by a given 
aspect of actuality will be forced (through the ac- 
knowledgment of transcendent values) to judge thus 
and not otherwise. If a historical judgment is objec- 
tive in this sense, Rickert will have answered the 
relativist. Let us see how tire matter stands. 

Rickert has admitted that the historian does not 
deal directly with the transcendent values, but with 
the value-structures (Sinngebilde) through which 
these values are evidenced in actuality. The objectiv- 
ity of a historical judgment becomes therefore a 
question as to whether the presence of universal 
values in a particular value-structure can force all 
beholders to judge identically of that value-struc- 
ture (i.e., of that particular state, or of that particular 
religion). Now the particular value-structure must 
be more than a concretion of the universal formal 
values, for in so far as the historian deals with it, it 
belongs at least partially to the sphere of actuality.^'’ 
Rickert holds that the elements in it which were 
actual (both what happened and what was actually 
valued by the person or persons in question) can be 
objectively known as facts. Because this factual infor- 
mation and the universal values are both objectively 

18 C/., Die Gremen, p. gg’;. 
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given to the historian, it seems as if the value-struc- 
tures would also of necessity be objectively given. 
But this the relativist can and would deny. 

The relativist would hold that a particular value- 
structure (this state, this literary ideal, and the like) 
is to be known neither through a set of facts which 
went to form part of its being, nor through the 
“universal” formal values which might be found 
represented in it, nor yet through both of these to- 
gether. And his argument here would be plain. The 
historical object, being a particular value-structure, 
belongs to a realm which is an in-between realm; it is 
neither a mere actuality nor a pure value, but a result- 
ant of both. To “understand” it the historian must be 
in a position to experience the intimate connection of 
these two diverse elements which went to form it. 
But the infinite and heterogeneous character of actu- 
ality makes such a re-experiencing of the past 
impossible. Therefore the historian must substitute 
for past actuality the contents of his own given 
present. This necessarily means that the value-struc- 
ture which he experiences is not identical with the 
value-structure which he seeks to describe; it is, 
rather, a product of the “universal” values and his 
own given present This is the ultimate basis of 
Troeltsch’s insistence on an intuitive re-experiencing, 
an insistence which Rickert has failed to understand.^® 

But Rickert might answer such a relativistic con- 

10 Cf , Die Grenzen, p xxix; p. 435, n. 1. Also, Kaufmann. Ge- 
schichtsphilosophie der Gegenwart, p. s6 f. 
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tention by saying that the historian does not seek 
to re-experience the past or reproduce it in any 
sense. He might hold that the historian’s judgments 
are no less universally necessary because they contain 
an admixture of his own present actuality. But this 
answer would overlook Rickert’s own acceptance of 
the fact that actuality is a sphere of heterogeneity, a 
fact rvhich makes it theoretically possible, if not 
logically imperative, to hold that the actuality pre- 
sented to different historians is different in kind. This 
being the case, the value-structures which are the 
resultants of actuality and the universal values will 
change from historian to historian. And we see, in 
fact, that Rickert’s whole case for objectivity rests on 
his appeal to the universal values, even though the 
historian is concerned with value-structures which 
are not produced out of these values alone. The only 
real escape from relativism which Rickert could give 
would be an insistence on the ability of the historian 
to know all the facts which, in conjunction with the 
universal values, gave rise to particular value-struc- 
tures. But his view that actuality presents an infinite 
manifold excludes any such solution: the facts of the 
past are themselves “selected." In this the last avenue 
for escaping relativism has been closed.^^ We may now 


17 It is significant to compare earlier and later editions of Die 
Grenxen. In the earlier editions relativism was in fact avoided by 
the appeal to the universal values. But this led to the fiequent, 
and not unjustified, criticism that Rickert’s view of history was 
formal and empty To meet this criticism emphasis was placed on 
the concrete value-structures But this threw Rickert back towards 
that relativism which we have described 
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turn to our second set of criticisms of Rickert: that, 
in itself, his theory provides a false account of the 
nature of historical knowledge. 

The inadequacy of Rickert’s theory as a whole is 
to be found in the dualisms which beset it. The chief 
of these dualisms, and the one which we shall con- 
sider first, is the distinction which Rickert draws be- 
tween factual knowledge of tlie past and true histori- 
cal knowledge. His whole view of history rests on 
the assumption that objective factual judgments are 
possible, and that a historical account builds on these 
even though it then goes beyond them. However, 
Rickert’s epistemology is of a sort that makes objec- 
tive factual judgments concerning the past impos- 
sible, To this we must now turn.^® 

In regard to the validity of factual judgments con- 
cerning the occurrences of the past, he sees no special 
problem. He holds that factual judgments present no 
greater difficulties to historical writing than they do 
to the natural sciences. This is certainly theoretically 
true, but we must ascertain whether Rickert’s view 
can account for the validity of any factual judgments 
whatsoever. His theory of the knowledge relationship 
maintains a dualism between what is known and the 
material of knowledge. This dualism is similar to 
the Kantian dualism of the given and the known, but 
is not identical with it, since givenness (Tatsachlich- 
keit) is itself a category according to Rickert. What 


18 The following epistemological considerations are based chiefly 
on Her Gegenstand der Erkenntms 
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we have is a dualism between the unformed and di- 
rectly experienced (erlebt) sphere of actuality, and 
the sphere of the known, which is actuality brought 
under concepts. Now the act of knowing, or bring- 
ing actuality under concepts, is held to take place 
through a judgment, and a judgment is an affirma- 
tion or denial which is to be understood as the ac- 
knowledgment of a value or the denial of a dis- 
value. Bringing actuality under concepts, therefore, 
is an act which is value-oriented. The form of knowl- 
edge is determined by values, and the known itself 
is therefore to be understood only through its value 
determination. This is tantamount to saying, as 
Rickert himself would be the first to admit, that 
the relationships expressed in a true judgment are 
not derived from the material of knowledge (actual- 
ity) but from the form in which the subject is forced 
to express them. We could ask why, if this is the case, 
the concepts of science serve the practical purpose 
of aiding adjustment (as Rickert admits); for if the 
relationships expressed by those concepts were not 
paralleled by relationships in the sphere of actuality, 
it would be hard to see how adjustment could be 
aided by employing them. This problem, however, is 
left totally out of account by Rickert, due to his in- 
sistence on dealing wdth the form and not with the 
content of knowledge. For him, as he says, actuality 
contains no problems worthy of philosophic discus- 
sion; the subject-matter of critical philosophy is the 
realm of the known. But such a treatment of knowl- 
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edge leaves ouL of account the possibility that actual- 
ity may itself contain formal relationships which the 
factual judgment expresses. The reason for the neg- 
lect of this possibility is to be found in the dialecti- 
cal structure of Der Gegenstand der Erkenntnn. 
There he accepts the immanental copy-theory (that 
ideas are copies of impressions) in its destructive 
aspect, treating its rejection of all forms of realism as 
beyond question; but the crumbling of this copy- 
theory in his own hands was not followed by a re- 
examination of the possibility of realism, but by a 
theory of his own. However, unless the destructive 
side of the immanental copy-theory (its denial of 
realism) is free from all definitions and postulates 
which characterize its positive side, this procedure of 
Rickert’s is tantamount to lilting one’s immaterial 
soul by one's bootstraps. 

The whole emphasis on form in Rickert’s analysis 
tends to eclipse an equally important subject for 
reflection: the source of the concrete content of our 
judgments. In holding that this source can never be 
known in itself (since all knowledge consists in a 
transformation), Rickert may have thought to escape 
the problem. But if he is incapable of dealing with 
actuality in itself, it is still possible to direct attention 
to those aspects of a factual judgment which are not 
derived from the formal values. We may therefore 
say that Rickert’s account of the factual judgment 
is in no wise complete, since it fails to deal with that 
which is of utmost importance for any account of 
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history, namely, the relation of the content of a 
judgment to its referent, a portion of the flow of 
actuality. 

But here we can go even further, and show that 
Rickert’s account of the factual judgment is inade- 
quate not only on the side of what the judgment 
expresses but also on the side of why the judgment ex- 
presses it. Rickert holds that we are to seek the why 
of a judgment in value-acknowledgments, and not 
in the presented material. But if this were the case, 
it would be hard to explain why we might not judge 
“this rose is red” without having a rose before us. 
To introduce the concept of logical validity affords 
no escape from the problem, because the criterion of 
logical validity concerns only the form and not the 
content of the judgment On Rickert’s view there 
would be no possibility of distinguishing between a 
true and a false judgment; every judgment in so far 
as it is formally valid and is made “with good will,” 
would be the product of a value acknowledgment, 
that is, it would be made under a transcendent and 
universal obligation. But then false judgments 
would cease to exist. It is here in particular that the 
formalism of Rickert’s epistemology appears to be so 
vacuous. 

This difficulty which inheres in Rickert’s account 
of all factual judgments manifests itself even more 
clearly with respect to the historian’s judgment of 
past facts. For it is evident that no pure value- 
acknowledgment can furnish the criterion for 
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the truth or falsity of a judgment unless some portion 
of the realm of actuality is also presented. But the 
historian who deals with the past does not have the 
possibility of getting into contact with the actuality 
which is relevant to a specific factual judgment con- 
cerning the past. He must therefore accept the ac- 
counts of past facts which have been handed down to 
him. Yet it is true that the historian also criticizes 
the accounts which are offered concerning past facts; 
through the “criticism of sources” he is often able to 
show that a supposed fact is untrue. Such criticism 
must remain forever unexplained by Rickert’s theory 
of factual judgments 

Thus Rickert’s theory of tactual judgments is to' 
be condemned from two points of view. On the one 
hand it fails to consider the possibility that a factual 
judgment may be expressive of actual relations which 
are independent of the act of knowing; on the other 
hand it fails to show how false judgments of fact are 
possible, and how such false judgments once made 
can actually be criticized. This being the case we may 
say that Rickert’s theory of historical knowledge, 
assuming as it does the possibility of valid factual 
judgments, rests upon an insecure basis. 

To this first criticism of Rickert’s view of historical 
knowledge we may now add a second. We have 
already alluded to the fact that he attempts to com- 
bine causal explanation and value-relevance.. These 
two aspects which he finds in all historical accounts 
are not, however, in every case compatible. For it will 
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be remembered that he uses causal explanation not 
only to explain the relation of primary historical ob- 
jects to secondary ones, but also to link the secondary 
historical objects to each other. Value-relevance, on 
the other hand, was used merely to link primary 
historical objects together. The incompatibility of 
these two methods of historical “understanding” lies 
in the fact that there is no reason to assume that the 
causal linkage of secondary historical objects will 
parallel the teleological linkage of the primary ones.^° 
For example, the historian dealing with the judicial 
interpretations of the Constitution will be forced to 
take into account certain economic factors which 
were causally related to the cases coming before the 
courts. But there is no guarantee that the chain of 
economic events necessary to explain these cases will 
parallel the chain of judicial interpretations; the two 
sets of factors may diverge Thus if the historian is 
really attempting to include the causal chain of sec- 
ondary factors in his account, he stands in danger of 
having his material draw him off in two opposite 
directions. Only the assumption that all causation is 
somehow “valuetropic” would enable the historian to 
follow both the causal and the teleological lines of 

No incompatibility exists between value-relevance and a causal 
explanation o£ primary historical objects by secondary ones It is 
only the causal sequence o£ secondary historical objects which 
may run contrary to teleological views o£ the historical process. 
Frischeisen-Kdhler tends to overlook this £act when he criticizes 
Rickert £rom substantially the same point o£ view as is here taken. 
(C/.^ Wirklichkeit und Wtssenschaft, p. 166 £ ) 
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understanding.““ But, as Rickert would admit, such a 
metaphysical assumption lies beyond the province o£ 
the historian. It is apparently due to this discrepancy 
that he holds that the causal explanation o£ secondary 
historical objects proceeds merely as far as the his- 
torian chooses to have it proceed. As we have seen, 
this is to allow a theory of historical knowledge to 
break down at one of its most crucial points. 

Our third, and final, criticism of Rickert’s view 
consists in showing that the relating of past facts 
to values presupposes a full grasp of the historical 
material, and not merely a knowledge of isolated 
events, as Rickert would have us believe. Consider 
Rickert’s view of the historian’s activity: according 
to it, he selects the primary historical object which 
he is to describe because of its relevance to certain 
universal cultural values; he then selects as elements 
in his account those aspects of his object which are 
relevant to its manifestation of this value. Now if all 
historians were content to choose as the objects of 
their consideration such events as are unambiguously 
associated with certain cultural values, Rickert’s 
view could adequately account for their historical 
works. A historian might, for example, say, “I shall 
deal only with objects in which the value of statehood 
resides,” and then trace out the particular and con- 
crete manifestations of statehood at various times. 
But let us suppose that our historian chooses to write 

20 In an interesting attempt to defend and elaborate Rickert’s 
position in regard to historical causation Sergius Hessen admits 
this fact. (C/., Indwiduelle Kausalitat, p. 5a.) 
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a history of trade-unionism. With respect to what 
values, political or economic, should his account be 
built? The relevance of a phenomenon such as the 
rise of trade-unionism for either political or eco- 
nomic values can only be known after we already 
know the history of that movement. Or, let us take 
another example. If a man sets out to write a his- 
tory of the American frontier, with reference to 
what values should he select the elements of his ac- 
count? If the work is really to be a history of the 
frontier (and not a study of its influence on American 
government, American religion, or the like) he must 
describe the successive migrations into new territory, 
the modes of life that developed in each locality, and 
the like. Only after he has done all this will he be 
able to see whether or not the elements in his ac- 
count are relevant to political, moral, religious, legal, 
or artistic values; whether, in short, they are relevant 
to one or to all of the universal cultural values. 

By these examples we have sought to show that 
the relating of a fact to values presupposes a com- 
paratively full knowledge of the fact in its actual his- 
torical context. It has been our purpose to do this, 
for if this is true then Rickert is mistaken in holding 
that it is the value-relevance of facts that explains 
their presence in a historical account. He assumes 
throughout (it is implicit in the very notion of a 
teleological development of value) that there is 
one particular form of value-relevance which runs 
through a whole historical account and determines 
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its form. But a history of trade-unionism or a history 
of the American frontier could not originally be 
written on any such principles. In order that it might 
be so written at all we should already have had to 
possess a more complete history of the object in 
question. 

It need hardly be said that to have treated of 
Rickert’s work as a whole in these few pages is to 
have done it an injustice. Yet the criticisms which 
we have levelled against his view of historical knowl- 
edge can stand on their own strength, To summarize 
them, we may say that he has provided neither a 
philosophically sound answer to relativism, nor has 
he advanced an independent theory which is free of 
defects. I’he major defects which we have found in 
his system are three: first, his inability to render an 
adequate account of judgments of historical fact; 
second, the incompatibility of causal explanation 
with value-relevance; and, third, the dependence of 
all value-relevant judgments on prior historical 
knowledge. Yet in spite of these faults Rickert’s 
theory will long remain classic, for no other thinker 
has envisioned the problems with the same pains- 
taking concern, nor has any other brought to these 
methodological inquiries an equal subtlety and dia- 
lectical skill. It should therefore be a disappointment 
to the reader, and not merely a relief, that we now 
leave the rarefied theoretical air of Rickert’s specu- 
lation and return to the less rigorous atmosphere 
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which we shall find pervading the theories of Scheler 
and Troeltsch. 


SCHELER (1874-1938) 

In contrast to the formalism of Rickert, Scheler’s 
approach to the problems of historical knowledge is 
concrete and vivid, arising as it does from a lifelong 
concern with the data of the historical process. Yet 
like Rickert, Scheler finds the key to historical knowl- 
edge in values that transcend the flux of reality. The 
difference between Scheler and Rickert on the score 
of historical knowledge lies chiefly in the difference 
between their views as to the nature of the transcen- 
dent values: for Rickert these are formal, and their 
relation to us is directive, we construct our world ac- 
cording to the obligation that they impose; for 
Scheler these values are material, and their relation 
to us is simply that we know them with an imme- 
diate and convincing emotional insight. The empha- 
sis which Scheler places on tlie data of the historical 
process is a direct product of his belief in the con- 
crete material character of these values. Unlike 
Rickert, Scheler does not hold that the problem of 
objectivity is to be solved by an appeal to a set of 
formal values which direct thought; for him a clear 
understanding of the timeless validity of material 
values is in itself enough to guarantee historical ob- 
jectivity. In this, as we shall see, Scheler’s argument 
lacks the subtlety and dialectical skill which one 
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has the right to expect of so genial a philosopher. 

Scheler’s direct concern with historical knowledge 
arises from his attempt to lay a systematic basis for 
sociology. Influenced by the far-flung “Historismus” 
of his time, and yet a phenomenologist; holding to a 
theory of eternal values, and yet seeking to do justice 
to the flux of the empirical world: Scheler makes a 
boldly synthetic attempt. He holds that all knowl- 
edge is determined by the social conditions out ot 
which it arises (“Alles Wissen ist . . . durch die 
Gesellschaft und ihie Struktur bestimmt”),^’^ and yet 
he seeks to show that it is not for that reason any the 
less valid. The manner in which he builds up this 
point of view is what here concerns us. For if it be 
shown that the relativist is right in holding that his- 
torical knowledge is conditioned by non-theoretical 
factors, and yet is wrong in holding that this robs it 
of ideal objectivity, the sting of relativism will have 
been extracted: it will have lost its epistemological 
significance. 

The manner in which Scheler develops his point 
of view in regard to historical knowledge is depen- 
dent upon his metaphysics. This metaphysics is fun- 
damentally dualistic in that it holds to the reality 
of two separate realms of being, a realm of ideal 
value-essences and a realm of existential fact. These 
realms parallel each other but cannot at any point 
be identified with one another.^^ The distinction be- 

21 Die Probleme, p. 48 

22 Erkenntnis und Arbeit (m Die Whsensformen und die Gesell- 
schaft, p. 347 £.). 
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tween the two realms of being is not, however, a 
reintroduction of the same dualism which is to be 
found in Rickert’s metaphysics, for the realm of 
existence is neither unknowable nor is it a product 
of the mind’s activity. The realm of existence is a 
sphere of ever-changing factual relationships; the 
realm of values is a sphere of timeless and valid 
meanings emotionally intuited. Now Scheler holds 
that both of these realms are presupposed in histori- 
cal knowledge. He takes it to be a fact that historical 
writing must in a sense be explained in terms of de- 
termining social factors; and yet he holds that it 
cannot wholly be so explained, because it also in- 
volves an intuition of ideal values. The particular 
blending of these two realms which Scheler attempts 
in his theory ol historical knowledge is peculiar to 
him alone, although in principle it is a perfectly 
natural solution. 

He insists that to explain the social factors which 
conditioned the historian’s belief is not to determine 
the validity of that belief. In contradistinction to 
Mannheim he would hold that any such attempt to 
estimate validity in terms of a genetic account of the 
origin of a judgment is the crassest sort of philo- 
sophic error. In this he extends Husserl’s attack on 
“psychologism” to an attack on "sociologism.” But 
Scheler is unwilling to hold that the genesis of a belief 
is of no importance whatsoever, and, like Mannheim, 
he even goes so far as to wish to establish a sociology 

Die Probleme, p. 55, n. 1; p. igy. 
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of knowledge (Wissenssoziologie) which would ex- 
amine the social conditions under which certain be- 
liefs were held. These two apparently antagonistic 
views— that the genesis of beliefs does not affect their 
validity and yet that it is important to trace the 
genesis of beliefs— are reconciled by means of Scheler’s 
dualistic metaphysics. For it is Scheler’s contention 
that the realm of timeless essences enters into the 
content of judgments, but that the acts of judging 
belong to the realm of existence and are thus socially 
conditioned. This being the case, social factors de- 
termine the direction of a person’s thought, but the 
objects of that thought are “there” independently of 
any acts of judging. Scheler says: “While neither the 
content of knowledge nor still less its validity is so- 
ciologically determined, the selection of the objects 
to be known is determined by social perspectives of 
interests, and the forms of the spiritual acts through 
which that knowledge is won is always and necessarily 
sociological.” The realm of essences is to him a realm 
of possibilities out of which we, bound to time and 
our interests, first select one set and then another for 
consideration. Where we as historians turn the spot- 
light of our attention depends upon our own socio- 
logically conditioned valuations; what we see there is 
determined by the set of absolute and timeless values 
which are implicit in the past with which we are 
dealing. For Scheler, both in his theory and in his 
own practice, historical understanding consists in 

Die Probleme, p. 55. 
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tracing the configuration of the norms, purposes, and 
value-charged goods of a culture, and in relating this 
configuration to the sociological conditions which de- 
termined its appearance. The objectivity of this his- 
torical understanding he feels to be guaranteed by the 
distinction which he has drawn between essences and 
existences. 

Against Scheler’s view several criticisms may be 
levelled. It will in the first place be seen that such 
a view does not even raise the problem as to how the 
historian is in a position to discover and estimate the 
nature and potency of those various sociological fac- 
tors in tei ms of which he is to explain the appearance 
of a cultural configuration. In this Scheler has as- 
sumed, but not explained, the primary question at 
issue- the nature and validity of historical under- 
standing on its most fundamental level. 

It might, however, be objected that this is not the 
problem with which Scheler is concerned. It might 
with good grounds be contended that Schcler’s pur- 
pose was not to justify historical understanding of 
this level, but to explain and validate historical “in- 
terpretation,” the value-charged estimate of an age 
in terms of its cultural significance. Our question 
then becomes one as to whetlier, granting Scheler the 
sort of primary historical knowledge which he as- 
sumes, he is able to hold that historical interpretation 
is objective. 

In this connection it must first be noted that, as 
Scheler himself insists, a historical work has as its 
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material the realm of historical fact, a temporal 
realm. If it is dependent for its judgments on the 
realm of essence, an eternal realm above all temporal 
facts, it can never really grasp the temporal. As 
Scheler says in speaking of the knowledge of essences: 
“It is knowledge of the determining constants (Sosein- 
konstanten) of all objects that we call knowledge of 
essences or Ideas— i.e., it is knowledge of mere struc- 
tures (Zusammenhange) of essences or Ideas. There- 
fore nothing specific and differentiated about the 
chance actuality of the world follows from this knowl- 
edge, since it is valid and applicable apriori to all 
possible chance actuality (zufallige Weltwirklich- 
keit).” Thus, by definition, Scheler’s attempt at a 
resolution of the problem which faces him seems 
hopeless, for that which should guarantee the objec- 
tivity of historical knowledge through its timelessness 
is valid for any possible historical judgment. It can- 
not therefore provide any guarantee whatsoever. 

This first purely dialectical objection— which might 
after all be interpreted as a verbal quibble— can be 
supplemented by a more pointed attack. The first 
concrete argument which can be brought against his 
view is at once obvious and decisive. Scheler held 
that the historian’s range of values was determined 
by his sociologically conditioned interests, but that 
his judgments concerning those values as embodied in 
specific past valuations, norms, and purposes were 
none the less valid. However, as we have pointed out 

^‘Erkenntnis und Arbeit, p. aSs. 
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in a previous chapter, the historian must rely largely 
upon the testimony o£ others for his material. The 
nature of this testimony, according to Schcler’s view 
will always be limited in scope by the interests of him 
who recorded it. But later-day historians will discover 
in the original source only what their own sociologi- 
cally conditioned interests permit them to discover. 
Since they themselves have no direct access to the 
past, their interpretations will only yield a series of 
perspectives upon one perspectival portrayal of what 
has happened. Although every historical account is 
in truth limited by the sources available to it, 
Scheler’s view calls for a constant revision of our esti- 
mate of a source with reference to those of its aspects 
to which our own present interests are relevant. But 
this dissolves the value of a source, for its significance 
can not then be estimated with reference to what it 
says but only in terras of what it means to each suc- 
cessive historical generation. Thus Sclielcr’s theory 
fails to account for the true usefulness of historical 
sources, turning them from instruments of knowledge 
into objects to be known. 

What happens to the sources in Sclieler’s view of 
historical knowledge is symptomatic of what happens 
to the past as a whole: it is dissolved into a series of 
perspectives, and then into a series of perspectives of 
perspectives, ad infinttum. Like Mannheim, Scheler 
accepts the doctrine of perspectives; like Mannheim 
also he seeks to overcome the dissolution of the his- 


“ Die Probleme, p. 181, 
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torical object which this entails by surreptitiously in- 
troducing a non-relativistic standpoint for the his- 
torian. In Mannheim this non-relativistic element, 
it will be remembered, was a direct semi-artistic styl- 
istic intuition. In Scheler it is the fact that the his- 
torian (unique among menl) can apparently intuit 
not only the whole range of eternal values but also 
the whole range of value-charged norms, purposes 
and goods; he can understand each age in terms of 
its own interests. But this is to halt relativism just 
when it becomes of philosophic importance, when the 
judger admits (as does Beard) the relativism of his 
own judgments. In this respect Scheler’s theory lacks 
that consistency of thought which we have a right to 
demand. 

A second concrete criticism may be levelled against 
the theory which Scheler brings forward: Scheler 
assumes that all judgments which interpret an age 
in terms of a set of eternal value-essences are valid 
judgments. This is to assume that because all values 
are (by definition) concordant, all such judgments 
regarding an age must be concordant. Scheler never 
attempts to prove this assumption, and its truth is 
far from self-evident. For it will be seen that although 
there is no conflict within the realm of essence be- 
tween personal religious morality and economic 
value, yet the interpretation of the fall of Rome as 
given by Augustine and the interpretation given by 
a Marxian would be in conflict. Now Scheler would 
have to hold that both were right, although both were 
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partial, due to the sociologically determined interests 
out of which they sprang. This, however, leads to the 
not wholly desirable conclusion that all historical 
interpretations are true, although all are also false 
in the sense that they are partial. Thus Scheler comes 
to a Crocean solution in which all historical mani- 
festations (including not only the “truths” of historical 
knowledge, but also those of religion, ethics, and art) 
are partial and relative, and only the one “eternal, 
objective Logos” embraces ultimate truth To this 
view we may say that if it is sound metaphysics it 
none the less fails to provide any possibility of telling 
how true any particular “truth” really is. In this 
“escape” from relativism, as in so many others, the 
ultimate conclusion that we are forced to reach is that 
relativism is a fact stronger than much metaphysical 
theory: in the end it will break its way through any 
tissue of speculation which once affords it tenancy. 


TROELTSCH (1865-1923) 

Chronologically, Troeltsch’s attempted answer to 
historical relativism precedes that of Scheler, but 
succeeds that of the other philosophers considered in 
this chapter.^® Yet Scheler’s attempt to transcend 
relativism is cut from the same cloth as that of 
Rickert, and Troeltsch’s dissatisfaction with his pred- 


21 Die Probleme, p, 14 

28 Troeltsch does in fact discuss Scheler (Der Historismus und 
seme Probleme, pp. 603 ff) but he had not, of course, access to the 
■works with which we have primarily been concerned. 
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ecessors applies no less to Scheler than to them. In 
criticism of all previous attempts to link the historical 
material to transcendent values Troeltsch says: “Jf 
one starts out from Ideas and standards one falls into 
a n unhistorical rationa lisrrw^anfPQsesIlS ntact._-w ith 
empirical histor y an d _hg practice . If one starts out 
from the historical-individual and thereby remains 
in harmony with research, a limitless relativism .and 
scepticism threaten one. If one attempts to come close 
to both tlifdugh ingenious concepts of development 
the two aspects always break asunder.” Troeltsch’s 
own approach to the problem of relativism, a prob- 
lem which he saw with exceeding clearness and tried 
to meet without equivocation, springs from this reali- 
zation of the failure of his predecessors; he says: “The 
concrete situation demands concrete standards.” ““ 
Troel tsch, like the other philosophers of history 
who have been considered in this chapter, emphati- 
caljy reject ed— al l attempts to _iien.)L . valid historical 
k now ledge. As a historian of religion, the problem 
of how such knowledge is possible was forced upon 
him He saw it in the light of the still broader ques- 
tion as to how any historical (and therefore changing) 
phenomenon can lay claim to universal validity. It 
is this broad problem of the relation of change to 
validity which underlies all of Troeltsch’s thinking 
on the subject of history. As a historian of religion 


20 Her Histonsmtis und seme Probleme^ p. 162. 
so Ibid., p. 193. 
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he saw the foundations of Christian belief threatened; 
as a theologian he could not but affirm the validity 
of Christianity He saw th at th is dual ism which must 
be faced in the case of a_ historical j^eligiflumusCalso 
be faced with respect to other historical phenomena 
such as historical writings: how can such time-bound 
products of a given historical situation present us 
with valid knowledge of their material? 

Troeltsch’s answer to this question, in so far as his- 
torical writing is concerned, consists in holding that, 
in the first instance, the historical understanding of 
a ny past age depends upon viewing it in th e light of 
its own dominant value or values. This he deems 
possible, and speaks' "of “immanent standards of 
measurement,”®^ and of “immanent criticism”®® 
which proceeds with "the greatest possible faithful- 
ness, accuracy, objectivity and withdrawal of the 
self.”®® He speaks of "the sought after objectivity 
of measuring each structure only in terms of its own 
volition and content (which has also been called im- 
manent criticism). It presupposes the most unpreju- 
diced penetration (Einfiihlung) of foreign meaning- 
structures (Sinntotalitaten), separating them from the 
personal wishes and ideals of hfe which the observer 
possesses. Although this can only be approximated, 
it can nevertheless achieve tremendous success and 
deep power, as has been demonstrated beyond con- 

si Ibid., p. 177. 

S2 Ibtd , p. 171. 

ss Ibtd., p. 177. 
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tradicLion by many of the masterpieces of historical 
investigation.” 

However, Troeltsch insists that this impartial im- 
manent criticism is rendered suspect by the fact that 
a non-theoretic val natio nal element always seems to 
accompany it. He is inclined to hold thaLTmmanent 
criticism is not the whole of historical knowledge, and 
that the valuational factor in historical understanding 
is worth extended consideration. He identifies the 
source of this non-theoretic element in the historian’s 
undertaking with the demands which the future 
places upon him The future enters into a historical 
work through the historian’s interpretative activity; 
it enters by the fact that the standard of interpreta- 
tion for the past is drawn from the present, and the 
present is always forward-looking. Troeltsch says: 
“The creation of standards in respect to historical 
objects arises out of the contemporary structure of 
life, and is at the same time its criticism and its con- 
tinuation. Just as in the natural sciences all calcu- 
lation of motion is dependent upon the standpoint 
of the observer, so too in history every standard is 
ineradicably determined by the standpoint out of 
which it springs. And it always springs out of a living 
connection with the formation of the future.” 

Yet Troeltsch seeks a path out of this relativism; 
and like the other philosophers of history referred to, 
he seeks to find his way out by means of that which 


sr/fcid., p. ng. 

p i6g 
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brought him in; the valuational element in histori- 
cal judgments.““ But, unlike Rickert and Scheler, he 
do,es not seek objectivitj by elevating to a transcen- 
dent level the values which, according to him, deter- 
mine this judgment; it is his opinion that such a 
procedure creates an unbridgeable gap between 
actuality and value. Instead, he acknowledges thei 
historical flux of these values, seeking objectivityl 
not in value-transcendence but in value-immanence. 
His attempt must here be discussed. 

He firmly holds that all individual valuations, such 
as those which form the standards of a historian’s 
judgments, are partial and unstable. The source of 
this belief may be traced back not only to the general 
intellectual and cultural situation out of which 
Troeltsch’s book arose, but also to his theology. In 
regard to the relation of his theological interests to 
the problem ol the relativity of all historical values, 
we may quote his own words: “If one starts out from 
Heraclitus and from the prophetic Christian idea of 
the world as the creative living actuality of God’s 
will which can never be exhausted by concepts . . . 
then all the urge to characterize any human truth or 
ideal construct as absolute disappears; but we retain 


8“ This statement and all that ensues demands qualification it 
jt can he shown that the position taken by Troeltsch in his article 
"Histoiiography” (Hastings, Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics) 
is consistent with those later discussions which are here undei 
consideration In itself the theory there presented is extremely 
sketcliy and not proof against all criticism, yet due to the sharp 
distinction which it draws between "scientific histoiy” and "the 
philosophy of histoiy” it appears to be in many ways superior to 
Troeltsch’s later wiitings. 
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the possibility of grasping divine existence (gottliches 
Leben) in the relative truth and the relative ideal.” 

Troeltsch opposes Rickert and Scheler in contend- 
ing that no culturaL valu.es. transcend the flux, of 
actuality. In so far as he holds that every culture is 
determined by the presence and absence of certain 
valuations, no culture has more than a relative sig- 
nificance; “Here there is nothing non-temporal or 
universally valid except the urge and duty to produce 
culture as such." Behind all specific cultures lies 
the historical process itself. In conformity with his 
view that this process is the concrete actuality of the 
divine will, Troeltsch insists that it is to be monisti- 
cally conceived. This insistence, as he recognizes, is 
merely a postulate. He says: “The empirical historian 
will find his task in the knowledge and presentation 
of these individual developments, and will merely 
describe as facts their perhaps tenuous connections 
and continuing threads. . . . But he himself will not 
escape putting his own present and future into these 
connections and recognizing behind and under them 
a deeper movement. This movement may perhaps be 
only inadequately and brokenly actualized, but the 
practical will can draw it out, strengthen it, bind it 
up anew and introduce it into the system of contem- 
porary forces. He will work towards a universal con- 
ception of development, energetically drawing it out 
of the thin and fragile continuities which exist he- 

B7 Ibid,, p. 184. 

88 Her Hutortsmus und seine Veberwindung, p. 90. 
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fween the empirically given spheres of development 
in order that he may link to it his own situation and 
the future. . . . But in the end he needs for this a 
metaphysical faith which will carry him high above 
empirical ascertainments and characteristics and let 
him believe m a real continuity at the basis of 
events.” ““ And of this faith Troeltsch says: “But the 
unity and meaning of the whole can only be surmised 
and felt, it can not be theoretically expressed or 
theoretically constructed.” “ 

The metaphysical faith which allowed Troeltsch to 
affirm the underlying continuity of the apparently 
broken and unreasonable historical flux arose out of 
his religious view of the world. According to it all 
cultural values, although they are transient, form 
necessary parts of the one necessary process; no his- 
torical phenomenon can outlive its own time, but 
each event has its place in the one abiding continuity. 
It is in this sense that Troeltsch seeks to escape the 
dualism of the theories of Rickert and Scheler: for 
Troeltsch the essential value of any cultural product 
lies wholly within that product, arising and perishing 
with it. However, since every part of the historical 
process is a necessary stage in the whole it cannot be 
said that any cultural phenomenon is without its 
value and truth. We must now ask whether this 
succeeds in answering the question as to how his- 
torical knowledge is possible. 


30 t)er Histonsmus und seine Probleme, p. 174 f. 
id Ibid, p. 183. 
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It Will be remembered that our first criticism of 
Troeltsch lay in the fact that he had failed to give 
an account of how objective immanent criticism is 
possible. Leaving this criticism aside, we must make 
clear why at two other points Troeltsch’s theory ap- 
pears to break down under scrutiny. 

The first of these is to be found in the fact that 
Troeltsch’s theory would demand that historical 
writing be something which it is not: a description 
of value-continuities. Troeltsch recognizes that the 
historian’s procedure carries him beyond immanent 
criticism to the delineation of continuities. If this 
were not so the historian’s view of the past would 
simply be a series of static images without relation to 
each other. But the nature of immanent criticism 
being what it is (the viewing of an age in the light 
of its own dominant values) the connections between 
the ages must be a connection of values. Otherwise 
events would be interpreted in terms of value ele- 
ments, while the connections between these events 
would be external to values. If this were the case 
the historian would not be led on, as Troeltsch holds 
that he is, to search out greater and greater con- 
tinuities. 

It will, however, be seen that if the continuities 
within history are really held to be value-continu- 
ities, then Troeltsch’s theory runs counter to the 
facts of historical writing. Even the history of phi- 
losophy could not be said to conform to the view 
that a history is a description of value-continuities: 
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in philosophy a large measure of continuity arises 
from accidents of terminology, of nationality, and 
of technical progress in the sciences. Historical writ- 
ing, whether in the field of the history of philosophy 
or elsewhere, is not concerned (except incidentally) 
with tracing what happened to the hopes and ex- 
pectations of an age; its task lies in showing how the 
future of an age or group grew out of the whole of 
its actuality. 

We may then summarize this criticism of Troeltsch 
in saying that however one interprets his theory of 
immanent criticism, it demands that historical writ- 
ing be something which it is not. For the theory de- 
mands either: a) that the historian give merely a 
series of static views of the past; or, b) that he con- 
nect these static value-oriented views by non-valua- 
tional elements, thus making every historical work 
a chain of two disparate kinds of links; or, c) that 
he connect these static views by means of value-con- 
tinuities. Not one of these three alternatives appears 
to be in conformity ivitb the facts of historical writ- 
ing; of the three Troeltsch definitely rejects the first 
and inclines toward the third. In so far as it is inade- 
quate to the facts, Troeltsch’s theory as a whole must 
remain inadequate. 

Our final criticism of Troeltsch’s theory of his- 
torical knowledge is perhaps the most serious: if 
Troeltsch’s vie w of val ue-immaneace-.-is- cor-rec-t-it- 
becomes impossible to distinguis h true _from false 
histoncal'judgmefrtsT'For'Troeltsch held, it will be 
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remembered, that no historical phenomenon is with- 
out its truth and value, since each event is but an 
aspect of one great continuity. But this leads us up 
into the arms of the Crocean Absolute, where the only 
truth in history is the inaccessible mystery of God’s 
truth. In this light all attempts to understand history 
become in a sense “true” (or false) ; when this occurs 
it becomes impossible to find the truth in any given 
case. If, as Troeltsch suggests, the essential part of 
every historian’s activity is dictated by his own situa- 
tion and the demands which the future makes upon 
him, and if, as Troeltsch also maintains, there is no 
element in any such situation which is valid beyond 
its own historical limits, it should follow that all his- 
tory must ever be written anew. But Troeltsch at the 
last possible moment avoids what seems to be the in- 
evitable relativism of his position by means of an 
act of faith: he appeals to the “conscience” (Gewis- 
sen) of the individual historian But it is precisely 
the possibility of “conscientiousness” (in this sense) 
which has been called into question by the relativist. 
As Scheler says; “We shall not escape this relativism 
... by doing what 'Froeltsch, for example, strangely 
enough wishes: by affirming our European position- 
in spite of our knowledge of its relativity— with a 
mere postulate, that is, with a ‘sic volo, sic jubeo.’ ” 

We see therefore that his attempt to escape rela- 
tivism while still holding to a valuational element in 

<1 Der Historismus und seme Uebeneindung, p. 39 f. 

12 Scheler; Die Probleme einer Soztologie des Wtssens, p 13 f.; Cf, 
Mannheim' Der Historismus, p. a6 f. 
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historical judgments is no more successful than were 
the attempts of his predecessors. It was his contri- 
bution to the solution of the problem to have aban- 
doned the attempt to view historical knowledge and 
the data of that knowledge in terms of transcendent 
values. Yet in the end the fundamental issues emerge 
from his analysis more confused than clarified. What 
he assumes at the outset in the way of an objective 
immanent criticism is the point over which the issue 
should be fought; what he takes as historical explana- 
tion— a tracing of value-continuities— is merely part 
of the material to be explained; and, finally, where 
we should have a criterion of truth we have an article 
of faith. Thus we find once more that the attempt 
has failed to save both an all-pervasive valuational 
aspect of historical judgments and the objectivity 
of those judgments. 
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SUMMARY AND INTERPRETATION 
I 

Few people familiar with the literature of our sub- 
ject would be inclined to contest our selection of 
Simmel, Rickert, Scheler, and Troeltsch for discus- 
sion, for their theories represent dominant land- 
marks in the path which counter-relativism has fol- 
lowed, In treating of their works we shall find that 
instead of being merely parallel developments of a 
single basic set of presuppositions— as was the case 
with Croce, Dilthey, and Mannheim— the thought of 
these counter-relativists is marked by an inner dia- 
lectical movement. As a consequence, our comparison 
of their systems will emphasize the manner in which 
each attempted to overcome the weaknesses of the 
view that preceded it. We shall find that as each 
theory emerges it corrects tlie major fault of its prede- 
cessor only to fall into new error. At the end of the 
movement historical relativism arises from the ashes 
of the traditional attempts to overcome it. It will 
therefore be necessary to uncover the basic failure in 
all four attempts, so that we can then proceed with 
greater assurance to justify the historical enterprise. 

Simmel’s work, the first edition of which dates 
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almost from the beginning of the struggle over his- 
torical relativism, is a characteristically early attempt 
to meet a new form of argument. It envisions the new 
argument concretely, yet fails to appreciate all of its 
ramifications; while it takes the argument seriously, 
it attempts to overcome the new position by the elab- 
oration of an old and widely accepted doctrine. This 
can be seen when we recall that Simmel thought it 
possible to show on the basis of the Kantian doctrine 
of universal and necessary categories of the under- 
standing that the interpretative aspects of historical 
accounts, while “subjective” (proceeding from the 
subject, and not from the material) were objectively 
valid (necessarily accepted to all). For in this at- 
tempted answer to relativism Simmel fails to see, first, 
that the emphasis on interpretation is but one aspect 
of historical relativism, and, second, he fails to see 
that it is of the essence of that relativism to deny the 
universality and necessity of any particular categories. 

Nor is Simmel’s theory adequate in the manner in 
which the basic Kantian contention which it em- 
bodies is developed. We have seen that he cannot 
account for the way in which the historian becomes 
aware of his material, and thus he cannot truly dis- 
tinguish history from a work of creative art. Further, 
even granting the historian his experience of the his- 
torical material, Simmel’s theory of the historical 
categories in no wise serves to guarantee objectivity 
to a historical account. For these categories merely 
name the procedures which, according to him, are 
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basic in the historian’s activity; in what fashion they 
shape the particular material with which the his- 
torian is dealing is left wholly indeterminate. For, 
as we have seen, even if we assume two historians to 
have the same material presented to them, we have 
no guarantee that they will form that material in a 
compatible manner even if they use the same cate- 
gories. Is it not possible that one historian may in- 
terpret his material in terms of the developing self- 
consciousness of the national will, while another may 
interpret this same material as the death-struggle of 
an economic class? How then is any objectivity to be 
guaranteed merely by the fact that formal categories 
such as selection, individuality, totality, and meaning- 
fulness are employed? ’■ 

It was with this question that Rickert took up the 
problem. Starting from Kantian assumptions, Rickert 
did not go back to the problem of how the historian 
becomes aware of his material; merely to ask such a 
question is, in the Kantian theory of knowledge, to de- 
mand an answer to mere words, “Whence comes 
tire material of knowledge?” is an illusory problem 
(Scheinproblem) for the true Kantian, since it is a 
problem which in its very statement defies any in- 
telligible answer. But the other problem which Sim- 
mel left, the problem of how the categories of his- 
torical knowledge can guarantee objectivity, was 
taken up by Rickert with vigor and dialectical skill. 

iC/„ Rickert’s critidsm of Simmel’s too-psychological approach, 
Die Grenien, p. Vii f. 

168 



SUMMARY AND INTERPRETATION 

We have seen in our discussion of Rickert that the 
basis of his position is to be found in his interpreta- 
tion of the formal elements in knowledge as a species 
of value-acknowledgement. Because of this Rickert is 
able to make the categories of historical understanding 
more concrete than were those categories which Sim- 
mel found in historical works. In addition, he was 
able to account for the subject-matter of historical 
works by an appeal to the same values which deter- 
mine historical categories, rather than delimit the 
field of history in Simmel’s "psychological” fashion. 
As a consequence of this delimitation of the historical 
field through cultural values, Rickert avoided Sim- 
mel’s constant appeal to unconscious will, group- 
personality, and the like. All these facts, following 
from Rickert’s value-oriented view, mark a decided 
improvement over the thought of Simmel. Further, 
so far as the history of our problems is concerned we 
find in Rickert the clear recognition that a treatment 
of historical relativism demands a consideration of the 
value-consciousness of the historian. This is again 
an advance over Simmel’s formulation of the prob- 
lem. But in spite of these many advances Rickert’s at- 
tempt to answer the historical relativist lacks the nec- 
essary concreteness of approach: as in the case of 
Simmel, too much is here taken for granted. 

Simmel failed to explain how the material of his- 
torical accounts can be objectively apprehended by 
the historian. Rickert assumes that “the facts” which 
he believes are the material of the historian can be 
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objectively known. None the less, as we saw in the 
preceding chapter, Rickert’s epistemology does not 
really afford him the right to this belief. Yet even if 
we grant him the historian’s right to these facts, the 
theory of historical knowledge which follows is still 
woefully inadequate to account for the claimed ob- 
jectivity of historical judgments. For he fails to show 
that an understanding of the concrete value-structures 
(Sinngebilde), which he holds to be the goal of the 
historian’s enterprise, is made possible by the ac- 
knowledgment of the universally valid formal values. 
This situation is strictly analogous to Simmel’s failure 
to guarantee objectivity by the introduction of his 
historical categories: both theories break down be- 
cause they attempt to separate form and content in 
historical works, an attempt which is prohibited by 
the concrete method of the historian. If we turn now 
to the theory of Scheler we find that his goal is es- 
sentially defined by the striving to keep form and 
content together, and yet to save historical objectivity 
by an appeal to transcendent values. 

The manner in which Scheler attempts this is by 
means of his phenomenological theory of value, 
which holds that values are ideal essences, and yet 
are not formal, that they are, on tire contrary, emo- 
tionally intuited material essences which are valid 
for all. This being the case, Scheler can claim that 
when the relativist argues that all historical inter- 
pretations are value-charged he is in no wise indicdng 
their validity, since these values are valid for all, 
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Likewise^ when the relativist claims that historical 
knowledge is relative because it springs forth at a 
given moment in the eternally flowing historical 
process, Scheler can claim that it is not therefore rela- 
tive, for what it grasps is outside of the historical 
process altogether, being a concrete essence and not 
an existent at all. 

This argument of Scheler’s would provide an escape 
from relativism if he were able to show that it is 
really with the ideal essence that the historian deals. 
On the contrary he can be forced to admit that these 
timeless essences are to be found embodied over and 
over again in the historical process. Thus they are 
not the real material of a historian’s work. In this 
he has fallen into the same predicament as did 
Rickert: he attempts to guarantee the objectivity of 
the historian’s account by an appeal to something 
other than that with which the account is concerned. 
Although Scheler turns Rickert’s formal values into 
concrete essences they are still remote from the his- 
torian’s material. It is in this that Troeltsch’s criti- 
cism of Rickeit also applies to the theory of Scheler. 

Troeltsch’s own theory of historical knowledge 
marks the last point, the complete breakdown, in 
the development of traditional answers to the his- 
torical relativist. Accepting the theory that all his- 
torical knowledge is value-charged, and holding that 
the values which permeate it are not eternally valid, 
Troeltsch seeks an escape from historical relativism 
by assuming that a certain sort of objective historical 
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knowledge (which he calls immanent criticism) is pos- 
sible: he then argues that all values, even if not 
eternally valid, are part of an absolute immanent 
Unity, and are therefore in some sense “true.” Such 
an escape is impossible. The point at issue is whether 
objective historical knowledge (immanent criticism) 
is possible. It does no good here to appeal to the 
“conscientiousness” of the historian. And to say that 
because all historical judgments are based on imma- 
nent values they therefore represent “partial truths” is 
merely to substitute for concrete historical relativism 
the relativism of metaphysics, wherein we say (to com- 
fort ourselves) not that all beliefs are false, but that 
all beliefs are partially true. With this we are once 
again back in the absolute relativism of a thinker 
such as Croce. 


II 

Having now traced the inner dialectic of counter- 
relativism we are in a position to compare this move- 
ment with that which it was designed to combat. One 
historical consideration forces itself upon us in any 
such comparison, and that relates to the chronological 
sequence of relativists and counter-relativists. From 
the chronological point of view, the relativists do not 
antedate the counter-relativists. Simmel, for example, 
struggled to overcome historical relativism almost as 
soon as it appeared, yet Rickert was still fighting the 
same battle within the last years. Of those philoso- 
phers whose work has here been treated only two, 
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Croce and Mannheim, are living, and they belong, 
as we have seen, within the relativistic group. I£ the 
reader is willing to grant us our choice in the philoso- 
phers who have here been discussed, the only conclu- 
sion which can be drawn from these chronological 
considerations is that counter-relativism has not es- 
tablished its case. This fact becomes even more ap- 
parent when we recall that such well known Ameri- 
can historians as Beard and Becker have recently 
espoused the relativist’s cause. This, then, is a his- 
torical consideration which throws light on the 
struggle: the chronological order of important rela- 
tivists and counter-relativists shows that the struggle 
has not been won unless the victory can be said to 
fall on the side of the relativist. Nor is this situation 
surprising, for counter-relativism has failed not 
merely in certain formal ways, but has failed in es- 
sence. It has not come forward with any arguments 
radical enough to undermine the relativistic position. 

Simmel and Rickert, starting from a Kantian posi- 
tion, gave up the ideal of objective knowledge in its 
usual sense. For them our knowledge need not— and 
could not— be a copy of reality; they felt it sufficient 
to show that somewhere in knowledge there was an 
apriori valid element. Unfortunately they could not 
demonstrate that this element was contained in the 
historian’s account of the material itself. Scheler tried 
to find the apriori within that material, but his dual- 
ism between lire realm of essence, to which the 
apriori belonged, and the realm of existence, which 
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is the true historical realm, caused a complete theo- 
retical breakdown in his view of historical knowl- 
edge. Troeltsch, having learned that if historical 
knowledge is to be termed objective it must con- 
tain its valid elements within itself (and not in some 
other realm), attempted by simple faith to affirm all 
values which are found within the historical process, 
and thus to justify every historical work. In this set 
of failures one lesson should be clear: that unless we 
go back to the usual view of objectivity and say that 
historical objectivity resides in the historian’s ability 
to portray the real character and relations of historical 
events, we shall find no escape from relativism. 

Such a return to an apparently discarded notion of 
objectivity is the major lesson which should be 
learned from a survey of counter-relativism. But be- 
fore this can be accomplished it must be shown a) that 
the validity of knowledge is not to be understood 
or estimated by an appeal to the historical conditions 
under which it was formed, and b) that valuational 
judgments do not of themselves determine the con- 
tent of historical accounts. If these two demonstra- 
tions are successful, the position of historical rela- 
tivism will have been undermined, for it was on these 
presuppositions that its doctrine was expounded. 
Undercutting relativism in this fashion, and returning 
to the discarded ideal of objectivity, we shall be in a 
position to show how historical knowledge in an ob- 
jective sense is possible. With this the sequel will be 
concerned. 
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Part II 

HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE 


“Truth follows reality and leaves it 
undisturbed in taking possession of 
it Hence there can be science of 
everything in so far as things are 
revealed or adumbrated for us.” 

S Alexander. 




CHAPTER VI 


Judgments of Fact and Judgments of Value 

The task of overcoming historical relativism is now 
before us, since the doctrines of the counter-relativ- 
ists have been shown to be inadequate. This task 
can only be completed by pointing out the fallacies 
in the basic philosophic presuppositions of the rela- 
tivists, and then by proceeding to show how the ideal 
of objective historical knowledge is in fact possible 
of at least partial attainment. The present chapter 
will be devoted to a consideration of the two philo- 
sophic presuppositions which we have found to be 
basic in the arguments of the historical relativists. 

Let us first turn to t he relat ivistic a^u mption tha t 
the v alidity of knowledge is to be understood an d es- 
timate d with reference to the conditions under which 
it_was formed. Such an assumption, as we have pre- 
viously pointed out, in volves an infini te regress which 
makes kno wledge impossible . For it will be seen that 
iTl estimate a statement of fact with reference to the 
conditions under which it was formed, then my own 
statement must itself be estimated with reference to 
its own conditioning factors, and this entails a fur- 
ther statement which must also be thus estimated, 
and so on indefinitely. No escape from absolute scepti- 
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cism is justifiable on any such theory; any belief in 
knowledge on the part of its upholder is simply an 
admission of fatigue or a surrender of the position 
adopted. 

However, in a recent article Beard and Vagts have 
raised objection to such an interpretation of the 
relativist’s position.^ I’hey insist that they espouse 
"a limited relativity, not a chaos” with regard to 
historical inter pretations.^ They base this view upon 
the theory that there is not an indefinitely large num- 
ber of points of view with respect to which each 
statement must be estimated; each statement, they 
hold, is relative not to the individual who gives rise to 
it, but to the type of social order in which that in- 
dividual has his existence. They insist that “the num- 
ber of social orders is limited,” ® citing as examples of 
social orders such pohtico-econoraic forms as fascism, 
communism, and democracy. 

Against this view we may urge that it has in no 
wise saved Beard’s doctrine from the absolute scepti- 
cism which is implicit in his original attempt to esti- 
mate the validity of knowledge with reference to the 
conditions under which it is formed. For it should be 
clear that the conditioning factors of a historical 
judgment are not confined to specific underlying 
politico-economic structures; the historian is not 
simply a representative of these typical structures, 

1 Beard and Vagts- CurrenU in Historiography (American His- 
torical Review, Vol. 42, pp. 460 ff.). 

2 loc, cit. p 481. 
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nor need we assume that he remains uninfluenced 
by the alternative structures o£ which he is aware. 
Further, Beard and Vagts are not sufficiently explicit 
as to what they take these politico-economic struc- 
tures to be. It would appear that they construe them 
as abstract “ideal structures,” for otherwise the num- 
ber of alternative structures would not be a strictly 
limited one. Yet the authors say; “Neither the con- 
tent nor the purpose, nor the implementation of 
American historiography can be the same as that of 
historism in Germany or its counterpart in other 
countries of Continental Europe, unless we are to 
believe that an encompassing social environment 
makes no impress on written history.” ^ This state- 
ment would suggest that the underlying types of 
social order are not abstract, that there are an indefi- 
nite number of differing social environments on the 
continent of Europe; yet why, then, should England 
be omitted from the list? The dilemma which faces 
the authors in interpreting what they may mean by 
an underlying social order, or by the social environ- 
ment, may be put concretely as follows: if the types 
of social order (social environment) are strictly 
limited then they must be abstract and “typical” 
politico-economic forms; if they are not abstract and 
“typical,” but concrete, then there would seem to be 
an indefinitely large number of them. In the first 
case it would seem necessary to say that American 
historiography should share its characteristics with, 

* loc. cit. p. 477. 
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let US say, English, French, and Czechoslovakian his- 
toriography; in the second case an unlimited rela- 
tivism would seem to be demanded. Finally, we may 
say in opposition to Beard and Vagts that they assume 
that they themselves, or other historians of historiog- 
raphy, possess objective knowledge of the underlying 
politico-economic forms. If they are really caught in 
their social environment is their classification not a 
relative one? In that case it would be essential to 
acknowledge that the specific “limited relativity” to 
which they attach themselvescis simply an expression 
of one point of view. In this we would again be 
caught by that which they would term “the chaos” of 
unlimited relativism. 

Thus we may reiterate that once it is held that the 
validity of knowledge must be understood and esti- 
mated with reference to the conditions under which 
it was formed, complete relativism is unavoidable. It 
is therefore necessary to characterize this belief as a 
basic presupposition of relativism. 

Now the fallacy in this view is one which is not 
hard to discover, and it has often been pointed out in 
the philosophic literature of our times.' I t con sists 
in co nfusing the content of knowledge with the act 
which for mulatesand expresses~ t hat knowle dge^ In 
our own Terminology— which we shall here use— we 
must say that it confuses "a statement” with "a judg- 
ment.” This terminology may be unique but it is not 
arbitrary, for it attempts to start out from the con- 

» C/., Husserl- Logische Vntersuchungen, Erster Theil, # 46-48. 
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Crete meanings which these words possess in ordinary 
reflective usage. That it is not entirely consistent 
with general philosophic usage is readily granted, lor 
philosophic terminology has often the undesirable 
characteristic of overlooking some of the aspects 
which concrete meanings possess. Let us now try to 
show the fallacy which resides in the confusion of 
statements wdth judgments. 

When we pick up Pareto and commence to read 
we find; “Human society is the subject of many re- 
searches.” This is a statement. It is something said. 
It is a concrete, explicit, directly given, meaningful 
unit which indicates something, tells us something, 
and purports to be true. Now from this statement we 
can abstract out that which we call the “proposition.” “ 
The proposition is the same set of meaningful words, 
but when considered as a proposition it is treated 
merely as a logical entity which may or may not be 
true, but which is not asserted to be true. The propo- 
sition “Human society is the subject of many re- 
searches” is in this sense merely a logical essence; it 


8 Our use of the term "proposition" differs from the usual philo- 
sophic usage in holding that propositions are not in themselves 
true or false The reason Cor our divergent use of the term resides 
in the fact that in so far as propositions are distinguished from 
"sentences” they ate abstractions from statements, the latter being 
concretely expressed propositions which purport to be true If, as 
Broad holds in opposition to McTaggart, beliefs cannot be said to 
profess to be true (or, as we should say: statements cannot purport 
to be tiue), then our distinction between statements and proposi- 
tions cannot be maintained. (C/., Broad E>;amination of McTag- 
part’s Philosophy, v. I, p. 70. For the usual view of propositions 
Cf,, Broad op. cit. v I, pp 58-64. Cohen and Nagel’ Introductton 
to Logic and Scientific Method, pp. 27-30, Eaton- General Logic, 
pp. 12-24. The view of W. E Johnson— iogic, v. I, pp 1-4— is some- 
what nearer our own usage). 
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is in itself nothing more. A proposition is thus what 
a statement says considered in abstraction from the 
fact that the statement has said it. A proposition is 
therefore that aspect of a statement with which we 
can deal accoiding to principles of logic without 
raising the question of whether the statement itself 
is true. Thus, illustrations in textbooks of grammar 
and logic are to be understood as propositions and 
not as statements. A statement is intended to say 
something, to indicate something, to be true. 

We must now distinguish a judgment Irom a state- 
ment. A judgment is usually defined as the affirmation 
or denial of a proposition. This definition is in con- 
formity with general reflective usage so long as we 
underscore the terms “affirmation or denial”: a judg- 
ment is an affirmation or denial. To revert to the 
statement which we have already chosen as an illus- 
tration, we may say that when we consider this as 
an affirmation or denial we are considering it as a 
judgment. Thus the judgment is: “Pareto holds that 
human society is the subject of many researches." 
In itself "Human Society is the subject of many re- 
searches” is not a judgment in our sense of the term, 
for it is not explicitly an affirmation or denial. It says 
something which purports to be true— it says some- 
thing. In order to be aware that Pareto affirms this, 
we must go behind the statement itself to questions 
of its origin: we must consider it as the affirmation 
of a particular person. But when we consider it in 
this light, that is, as a judgment, as an affirmation 
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on the part o£ particular person, we are immediately 
led to consider when that person made this judgment 
and on what grounds it was actually made. The un- 
derstanding of a judgment in other words involves 
a genetic consideration of the statement in which it 
terminates. The understanding of a statement, on the 
other hand, is merely— on this theory as well as in 
common usage— the understanding of what is said, 
what is meant, along with the awareness that what 
is meant purports to be true. 

Now it should be clear from this distinction be- 
tween statements and judgments that the understand- 
ing of a hi stffilcaJLwQrkxfi nsists in an understanding 
of the state ments which it makes, and does not pri- 
marily involve an understanding of the author’s 
judgments. And the truth of a historical work con- 
sists m the truth of its statements, not in the fact that 
the author judged as he did on such-and-such 
grounds. To consider historical truth, therefore, as 
a function of the conditions on which the historian 
judged the statements which he made to be true, is 
a totally irrelevant procedure. It arises out of a con- 
fu sion of st a tements with judgments. whicheJs .one 
of t he . basic errors committed by the historical 
relathasts. 

It might, however, be objected to what has just 
been said that it is sometimes important to check the 
judgmental processes of a historian in order to see 
whether or not his statements are sound. How else, 
it might be asked, are we to know that the historian 
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has not been indulging some imaginative streak at 
our expense? This objection is of course justifiable, 
although it does not touch the distinction which we 
have drawn between statements and judgments, nor 
does it invalidate the contention that he who wishes 
to estimate the truth of a historical account must 
estimate it by the statements which constitute it. 
Let us make this clear. 

If we find that a particular statement made by a 
historian does not concord with the facts which we 
believe to characterize the event with which he is 
dealing, we cannot merely disregard that statement. 
In such a case we attempt to find the grounds for his 
judgment, that is, we attempt to determine what 
conditions of his thought led him into error at this 
point. But we can only do this by an acceptance of 
some other statements as they stand: we are not led 
back through an infinite regress of judgments. Fur- 
thermore, we do not say that the statement is false 
because it was based upon these grounds. Rather, 
the statement is false because it does not concord with 
the facts. The reason that it does not concord with 
the facts is then found to lie in the grounds of the 
judgment which gave rise to it. Thus the truth or 
falsity of a statement depends, as we pointed out 
above, on whether or not what it says holds of the 
facts with which it purports to deal. No sociological un- 
derstanding of the conditions under which the state- 
ment was made bears the slightest resemblance to an 
estimate of the truth or falsity of the statement itself. 
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This view of historical knowledge leads us to 
assume the philosophic correspondence theory of 
truth. This assumption must now be justified. 

It seems clear when we examine actual historical 
works that they all presuppose a correspondence 
theory of truth, no matter how relativistic the 
theories of the historians themselves may be. I t i s 
strange to wit ness workers in a field denying in th eory 
everyt hing which, the - y.- assume in prac tice. Such a 
dichotomy between theory and practice should 
trouble a philosopher even more than it should 
puzzle the historian himself. This situation, which is 
also current in fields of knowledge other than history, 
must spring from desperation itself. In history this 
desperation seems to arise from the fact that historians 
fail to see how they can make any correspondence 
theory of truth work. 

Choose at will any historical statement and ask 
how it can be said to correspond to the facts which 
it purports to grasp. It is at once clear that it is not 
a "copy” of those facts; the statements “Caesar crossed 
the Rubicon,” or the statement "Goethe failed to 
appreciate the temple at Paestum,” are not "like” the 
facts with which they deal. And if we say that these 
statements “correspond” to the facts in each case we 
do not mean that they themselves resemble the facts. 
In this, the correspondence theory of truth is not a 
resemblance or copy theory of truth ’ 

What we do mean when we say that a statement is 

7 Cf , McTaggart Nature of Existence, v i, p, ii f. 
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true because it corresponds with the lacts is that the 
statement expresses a relation between its terms which 
holds between the real objects symbolized by those 
terms. The word “Caesar” symbolizes the real Caesar, 
the word “Rubicon” symbolizes (m this context) a 
real river, the word “crossed” symbolizes a certain 
real type of action done: the whole statement “Caesar 
crossed the Rubicon” is true if the relation which it 
expresses did in fact hold of tire objects with which 
it is concerned, if the action which it states was done 
was actually done. The correspondence theory of 
truth means this and nothing more: that a statement 
made "concords” with the iact with which it purports 
to deal.® There is no mystery here, so long as we re- 
member that statements are couched in language 
and that it is the properly of language to refer to 
non-linguistic entities. And we find that actual his- 
torical works all assume this theory of truth: that 
statements are true when they do refer to real facts, 
to actual relationships, and that they are false in so 
far as they fail to do so. We must only remember 
that not all historical facts are “facts” in the narrowest 
accepted sense of the term (spatio-temporal facts) in 
order to be fully aware of the truth of this statement. 

The historian who is sceptical of his own work 
may still ask, however, to what purpose he assumes a 
correspondence theory of truth when the facts which 

8 C/., Broad: Examination of McTaggart’s Philosophy, v. I, p. 

ni- 
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his statements assert are all past, and his statements 
are therefore unverifiable. 

It is true that the pastness of most historical facts 
places serious limitations upon the historian, for it 
forces him to accept the recorded statements of other 
men without direct verification. But these limitations 
have often been overemphasized. The methods which 
historians have found to corroborate these statements 
by independent testimony and by indirect evidence 
have greatly increased the certainty which the state- 
ments possess. However, in regard to the unverifia- 
bility of historical statements something further needs 
to be said. 

In the first place, verifiability is not the essential 
factor in the discovery of the truth. For the act of 
verification itself must always depend upon hypoth- 
eses drawn from past facts, and these facts are no 
longer verifiable, even though, in many cases, “essen- 
tially similar facts” may be adduced to bear out the 
hypothesis. Further, the act of verification is but one 
step in the validation of knowledge, and it has no 
meaning unless an accurate observant insight has al- 
ready given it clues on which to work. The “repeat- 
able” character of many scientific events and the 
process of verification itself do provide checks on the 
accuracy of insight, but they are not substitutes for 
this insight. The mere repetition of events is not itself 
responsible for scientific discovery; if we could not 
find a real relation between events in some one in- 
stance, no number of repetitions would show us any 
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such relation. In all of this we can see that verifia- 
bility is not the essential factor in the discovery of 
truth. 

In the second place, however, if we examine the 
material of a historical account we can find certain 
reasons why the historian does not stand in need of 
repeated verifications of his statements to the same 
extent as does the natural scientist. For the historian 
deals with events which are the common property of 
many men, while the natural scientist deals with 
events which usually are observable only under the 
conditions which characterize the methods of his 
laboratory. Historical events are thereiore observed, 
and not only are they observed they are in many in- 
stances also recorded, by many men in many coun- 
tries, and this is analogous to the lepetition to which 
the events in the natural sciences are subjected. Thus, 
from the fact that historical events are everywhere to 
be found, and from the fact that they are of direct and 
compelling significance, there arises in historical 
knowledge a type of “contemporary verification” 
which is analogous to the “verification by repetition" 
which is to be found in the natural sciences. The so- 
called historical "methods” outlined in the textbooks 
such as those of Bernheim, Langlois and Seignobos, 
and Bauer, make the most of this type of possible 
verification. 

From these considerations it should be clear that 
the pastness of historical events, and their unrepeat- 
able nature, does not make historical knowledge im- 
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possible, but merely places upon the historian limita- 
tions which serve to deteimine his procedure. In so 
far as this is the case, the pastness of historical events 
does not entail a surrender of the correspondence 
theory of truth which we, along ivith the practicing 
historian, have found it necessary to adopt. 

The sceptical historian may, however, still chal- 
lenge the correspondence theory of truth on anothei 
ground. For he may inquire how it is possible that 
his knowledge can correspond to historical events 
when his access to those events is severely limited by 
the materials at his disposal. In answer to this ques- 
tion we need merely recall what has previously been 
pointed out in our discussion: that the correspond- 
ence theory of truth only implies that a statement is 
true when it expresses a relation between its terms 
which did in fact hold between those terms in actu- 
ality. Thus a statement is none the less true because it 
deals merely ivith one aspect of an event, so long as 
it states something of this aspect only.” The only 
consequence of this limitation of source materials is, 
therefore, one which all historians recognize; that 
where materials are lacking statements should not 
be made, or if statements are made the grounds of 
judgment should be given. 

sA "historian” o£ the Spenglerian type might insist that this 
contention is false because all events in a given culture mter- 
penetiate But it seems evident that no practicing historian (in 
contradistinction to a philosopher of history) works on this mon- 
istic assumption. It must, however, be acknowledged that in some 
cases aspects of a historical event so interpenetrate that a statement 
made concerning one aspect is false because another aspect is not 
known at the time 
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this, however, it will be well to single out those as- 
pects of the historian’s enterprise which are in fact 
value-determined.^^ 

If one inquires what leads the historian to write 
a historical account certain determining valuational 
factors spring immediately to view. For almost any 
historian would answer, when asked why he under- 
took to write this or that history, that it appeared to 
him to be a desirable thing to do. Now the term 
"desirable” always signifies that a thing so designated 
is of value, no matter what type of value-theory one 
holds. Thus we can say that the historian acknowl- 
edges (in most cases) that the prime reason for his 
undertaking is a valuational one. 

This general valuational reason for the historian’s 
undertaking may assume an indefinite number of 
forms. It may, for example, be desirable for the his- 
torian to undertake Iris investigation in order to 
further his professional ambitions. On the other hand, 
it may seem desirable to him to satisfy his curiosity 
concerning these specific events, and once having 
achieved some measure of satisfaction he may find 
it desirable to impart to others the understanding 

o£ Scheler and Nicolai Hartmann), or, 2) that value is a quality or 
non-natural property of objects (the realistic theory o£ J Latrd 
and of G E Moore); or, 3) that values are “objectives," formal 
entities which are meiely valid, entities which we acknowledge 
ought-to-be (the Neo-Kantian theories of Rickert and W M. 
Urban), or, 4) that value is constituted by a natural relation be- 
tween a self and its objects, or between two objects neither of 
which need be a self (the naturalistic theories of E. B Peiry, D. W. 
Prall, and S. Alexander) 

u A point of view essentially similar to that here adopted is to 
be found in B Schmeidler’s treatment of the rble of values in 
historical accounts (C/., Annalen der Naturphilosophie, v. HI, p. 54) 
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which he has gained. Or it may appear desirable (as 
it did to Polybius) to render an account of certain 
events so that future generations may profit by know- 
ing of them. Or it may be that the historian finds it 
desirable to preserve for posterity the account of 
noble deeds, as was the case with Thucydides. The 
historian may even attempt to render his enterprise 
intelligible to us by appealing to the ultimate value of 
truth. These and many other reasons might be given 
by historians if we questioned them regarding their 
purposes in producing historical accounts. All these 
reasons, it will readily be seen, are of a valuational 
nature, which is merely to say that the historian em- 
barks upon his work because he deems it of value 
to do so. 

This situation is of course not surprising, for it is 
the common characteristic of men to act in this way. 
If we ask either the natural scientist or the man-in- 
the-street the reason for his activities we find that he 
answers in an analogous fashion. Sometimes the ap- 
peal to valuational elements lies deeper, sometimes it 
is near the surface and readily appears, but wherever 
men seek to give a justification of their activities it is 
done by an appeal to those values which that activity 
fulfills or toward the fulfillment of which it serves. 
Thus we must acknowledge that the historian is a 
historian because of the values which to him appear 
implicit or explicit in his activity. 

When we push our inquiry further and ask not 
merely why a given man is a historian, but also how 
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it is that he wrote of certain events rather than of 
others, that he dealt with the history of Rome, let us 
say, rather than with the Industrial Revolution, we 
find other valuational factors at work. To one his- 
torian it may appear preferable to deal with Roman 
history, because he finds it of greater significance or 
because his background and talents promise him 
greater success along that line; to another just the 
reverse may be the case. But whether these reasons or 
others are ascribed, we always find that m the choice 
of the events with which he deals the historian is 
motivated by valuational factors. We must therefore 
admit that in this sense also historical works are con- 
ditioned by what appears as valuable to the historian 
himself. 

Now the investigation of these determining valua- 
tional factors provides an interesting field for that 
which Mannhei m ari d Scheler have called the soci- 
olog^'dlTaiowIeSge, for it is certain that judgments 
concerning the desirability of particular forms of his- 
torical inquiry, and even judgments concerning the 
desirability of historical inquiry as such, are in part 
determined by the sociological conditions under 
which the individual lives. Yet this fact in no wise 
justifies the historical relativist in his claims. For it 
is one thing to say that a particular historical work 
would never have been written except for certain 
valuations, and it is quite another to contend that 

12 Gibbon’s choice of the decline and fall of Rome for his sub- 
ject matter is interesting in this respect, coming as it did after his 
prior unfulfilled plans, 
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these valuational factors determine the content of 
the historical work itself. Thus we are not involved 
in a relativistic position by our acknowledgment 
that every historical work contains implicit within its 
very existence the fact that the historian deemed it 
desirable to produce such a work. 

One further fact must also be pointed out in order 
to avoid misunderstanding. It is undeniably true that 
not only the existence but the content of some so- 
called “historical acounts” is determined by valua- 
tional factors. These historical accounts are what is 
known as propagandistic history. In propaganda, as 
we know, the purpose which determines that the 
work be undertaken also determines what that work 
will contain Thus, a man may, for some ulterior 
motive, pretend to describe social events and yet lal- 
sify and distort them in order to serve his own po- 
litical purposes. One thinks immediately of accounts 
such as Mussolini’s autobiography, or history as it is 
written and rewritten under the guidance of a Min- 
istry of Propaganda and Enlightenment. Such propa- 
gandistic history is, of course, not merely a contem- 
porary phenomenon, but has often passed as history 
in the past. But this type of “historical’’ writing in so 
far as it is a deliberate fraud has no right to be called 
history at all. Even though readers have sometimes 
accepted such works as true we must define historical 
knowledge in terms which are consonant with the his- 
torian’s activity; it would be as foolish to call propa- 
ganda “history” as it would be for an economist to 
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call counterfeit coin ‘‘money’’ when he is interested 
in monetization. The fact that either propaganda or 
counterfeit coin can “pass” does not alter the situa- 
tion, for we are asking what history is, and we are not 
asking what people have accepted as truth in this or 
that instance “Everything is what it is, and not an- 
other thing,” as Bishop Butler has it. And history is 
history, not propaganda. 

Now the relativist would admit that the fact that 
there are instances of propaganda which are accepted 
as history does not lead to historical relativism. As 
Mannheim pointed out, it is only when the valn a- 
tional aspect-whicbui&Ti QnsdQuslv recognized in p rop- 
agandistic history can be sho wn to be an all-pervasive, 
uncCTlsaousr~3^~en ninin g factor Jri._eyejj_histOT~i'cal 
account, That rel ati vism foll ows. And it is precisely 
this which relativism attempts to establish: that the 
only difference between propaganda and history lies 
in the fact that the former is a deliberate, the latter 
an unknowing, falsification of the nature of his- 
torical events. It is this contention that we must there- 
fore attempt to refute. 

It should be clear that no matter what theory of a 
value one adopts, a person cannot be said to value a 
particular object unless he knows something of the 
nature of that object, or believes that he does. An 
object contemplated as good must first of all be an 
object; it must have a certain reality or it could not 
be contemplated at all. Thus the relativist cannot 
mean that the objects which the historian contem- 
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plates are merely valuational entities; before they are 
evaluated they must be objects which are supposedly 
known. 

Now the same situation holds true even where the 
objects to be known are intimately connected with 
past valuations. In fields such as the history of reli- 
gion, of the arts, or of government, and wherever 
human motives come directly into play, events are 
very largely value-determined. In these fields events 
would not have been as they were had not men sought 
to bring about what to them appeared as a desirable 
outcome. Some persons may even hold that all his- 
torical events are alike in this, that they are at least 
partially determined by human volition. Our piob- 
lem, howevei, does not consist in an attempt to find 
the place of valuations in history; we arc concerned 
with the place of valuations in (he statements of his- 
torians. And if we examine the situation we can see 
that even if historical events are dependent upon 
human valuations, the judgments of historians con- 
cerning thos e events arejlnot determined^ by valua- 
tional elements. This can be seen from two consider- 
ations. In the first place, in so far as the historian at- 
tempts to describe these value-determined events he 
is concerned not with the valuations themselves but 
with their consequences. In order to discover these 
consequences he need have no recourse to the valua- 
tions out of which they arose; the events are em- 
bodied in the historical materials at his disposal, and, 
in most instances, it is wdth these events that the 
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historian is primarily concerned. Thus the fact that 
certain events were at least in part determined by the 
valuations of a historical personage does not change 
the historian’s mode of procedure, for his objective 
is to show the nature of these events and their impli- 
cations with reference to other events. In the second 
place, even when the historian seeks to relate an 
event to the valuations out of which it arose he does 
not appeal to his own set of values. If we attempt to 
determine why Luther made his break with the 
Papacy we do not appeal to what we would have done 
under the same conditions; we attempt to find out 
on the basis of documentary evidence why Luther 
(concerning whose behavior quite a bit is known) did 
that which he did. It is of course true that such 
explanations are inferences based not only upon the 
documentary evidence but also upon the historian’s 
knowledge of human behavior, just as every histori- 
cal statement is based not only upon the documents 
but upon some insight into the nature of events as 
they unfold in the real world. The important aspect 
of the situation is, however, not that valuations are 
known through inference, but that this inference pro- 
ceeds on non-valuational grounds. For it will be seen 
that the historian’s knowledge of human behavior 
lays claim to be true of all subjects, whether he views 
these subjects as praiseworthy or blameworthy, 
whether they are sympathic or antipathic to him. 
A principle of human behavior cannot be established 
on the grounds of what a given historian would find 
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to be a desirable state of affairs. And historians in 
fact criticize the attribution of motives to historical 
personages, just as they criticize any other historical 
inferences, on grounds of plausibility, that is, whether 
or not the inference is based on documentary evi- 
dence and insight into the real constitution of 
thingsd^ Before valuational elements can come into 
play something of the nature of the motives must 
be inferred; thus, here as before, the judgment of fact 
must precede the judgment of value, and if the his- 
torian is not a propagandist his statements will ex- 
press his judgment of fact. 

Perhaps one of the reasons why this situation has 
been overlooked by the relativists may be found in 
the tendency of historians to go beyond their state- 
ments of fact to statements of value. Thus we have 
historical accounts which moralize, and we have par- 
tisan history in all its varieties. But even in many of 
these historical works the relativist can find no sup- 
port for his contention that statements of fact reflect 
value judgments, for in introducing valuational ele- 
ments the historian usually attempts to make them 
so explicit that any reader can discern when the 
historian’s statements express judgments of fact and 
when they express judgments of value. Few historical 
works are perfect in this respect, and even fewer are 
perfect when considered as narrations of actual facts. 
The relativist too readily pounces upon the presence 

13 cf., wliat Broad says concerning ihe "noetic framework” of a 
belief {Examination of McToggart’s Philosophy, v I, pp. ys-yS). 
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of these imperfections, postulating that behind every 
historical statement there lurks a malignant spirit of 
valuation. This postulated spirit cannot be exorcised 
by any direct evidence on our part, for in belonging 
to the realm of the unconscious he is too subtle to be 
caught. We have therefore been forced to adopt a 
roundabout procedure. We have attempted to show, 
that it is theoretically impossible to hold that one cart 
value that which one does not know If this be ac-j 
cepted we can say that a judgment of fact is always! 
prior to a judgment of value, and a statement of fact, 
if it be not propaganda, that is, deliberate deception, 
expresses a judgment of fact and therefore is not even 
"implicitly” valuational. 

So much would probably be admitted by most his- 
torical relativists. Yet the relativist would still cling 
to the view that implicit in every historical account 
are the valuations of the historian himself. These 
thinkers admit that "the facts” are objectively ascer- 
tainable; it is their contention th at the histo rical ac- 
count as a whole is nevertheless perm eated by the 
hist orian’s valuations . It is here that the distinction 
between historical facts and historical interpretations 
is drawn. While admitting that the facts are accessible 
to the historian through his own observations and 
through the testimony of others, the relativist will 
insist that these facts can only be transformed into a 
historical account by the historian’s own value- 
determined point of view. This contention, as we 
have seen, characterizes the thought of Rickert and 
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Troeltsch, as well as that o£ the relativists themselves. 

Now, any such distinction between the historian’s 

interpretation of those facts 
is_a wholljjallacious distinction.. For the facts them- 
selves, which on this view are objectively "given" or 
discovered, are not diFerent in nature from the sum 
and substance of the historical account itself. Every 
recognized historical account is a tissue of facts, and 
if these facts are objectively ascertainable by research 
then they are not dependent upon the historian’s ac- 
tivity. This the relativist might grant and yet hold 
that while the facts remain untransformed in the 
final work,^eir inter-connections come from the his- 
torian himself. 

This, then, is the crux of the matter: those who 
maintain that valuational" elements enter into the 
actual constitution of historical accounts believe that 
it is only through some unrecognized valuational 
judgments that the historian orders and arranges his 
facts. However, if we examine historical works as they 
stand we find that this contention is false. For every 
historical fact is given in some specific context in 
which it leads on to some other fact. If the historian 
tells us that “Caesar crossed the Rubicon” his state- 
ment calls forth questions concerning die conse- 
quences of that act. Now for any one familiar with 
the context of that event these consequences are poli- 
tical, and it would be meaningless for the historian 
to describe Caesar’s itinerary on his journey to Rome. 
If the historian says that “Bluecher crossed the Rhine 
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with SO and so many troops,” the context of that 
event demands that we should look to the conse- 
quences in the battle of Waterloo. Thus when a his- 
torian makes a statement of fact it is not with an iso- 
lated fact, but with a fact in a given context that he 
is concerned. And in that context the fact itself leads 
on to further facts without any intermediation or 
selection based upon the historian’s valuational atti- 
tudes, class interests, or the like. If this were not the 
case, that is, if the relativist were correct in his as- 
sumption, we should have to appeal to our knowledge 
of the historian himself or to some general cultural 
value to determine how one fact is related to another 
in his historical account. That we do not do this, but 
consider the concrete facts as themselves possessing a 
definite meaning, significance, and order, testifies to 
the non-valuational chatacLcr of that which binds the 
facts into a historical account. 

The same point may be biought out through an- 
other approach. If we ask ourselves why certain his- 
toiical accounts which contain no mistakes in chro- 
nology (and the like) appear to us to be inadequate we 
find that certain relevant facts have been omitted or 
that the interconnections between the facts given are 
forced. Now if the historical relativist were correct in 
assuming that it is simply the historian’s own person- 
ality, or that of his age, which determines the con- 
nections between facts in a historical account it would 
be perfectly impossible to criticize a historical work 
on the grounds that something relevant had been 
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omiued or that connections between events were not 
what the historian claimed them to be. Since these 
are the grounds of our criticism of histoiical works 
it seems clear that the theory of relativism does not 
conform to the data which it seeks to explain. This is 
the more serious since the relativist tries to explain 
why one historian criticizes the work of another, 
finding the reason in some difference in their un- 
consciously accepted values. But the actual grounds 
of historical criticism are quite different, as we have 
pointed out; they consist in showing that the his- 
torical material itself demands another arrangement 
of the facts set down. 

We have seen, then, that an actual examination 
of historical works and of historical criticism leads 
us to doubt the relativistic contention that the ar- 
rangement of facts derives from the historian’s valu- 
ational attitudes. The facts seem to htive an arrange- 
ment and order of their own. But if valuational judg- 
ments do not enter into historian’s arrangement of 
facts they do not enter into the content of historical 
knowledge at all, for we have already seen that the 
relativist must admit that the knowledge of the facts 
themselves does not depend upon such judgments. 

Our argument here, however, remains still incom- 
plete, since we have not demonstrated what is meant 
by the statement that concrete facts possess a definite 
meaning, significance, and order of their own. It is 
with this problem that our next two chapters will be 
concerned. 
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CHAPTER VII 


Relevance and Causation in History 

Since Hume and Kant it has often been assumed by 
philosophers that whatever traits of structure the ob- 
jects of our knowledge possess must be attributed to 
the activity of the human mind. According to such 
a view the real events of the world, if we could ever 
perform the impossible and see them in themselves, 
would present us with a mere Ilux, devoid of all 
order, coherence, and meaning. The structure which 
we find in reality as it is known is attributed to the 
transformation which data undergo in being made 
objects of knowledge. It will readily be seen that 
historical relativism falls into line with this assump- 
tion in claiming that the content of every historical 
work, in so far as its structure is concerned, depends 
upon the valuational interests and attitudes of the 
historian. 

In the present and succeeding chapters it will be 
our concern to offer a theory which can explain the 
structure of historical works without appealing to 
valuational interests. This theory will start out from 
an assumption diametrically opposed to that com- 
monly made by philosophers. We hold that the order 
to be found in nature and history as they are known 
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by US may really characterize the events o£ the world 
independently of the mind’s activity. 

We shall not attempt to justify this assumption, 
for such a justification would run far beyond the 
limits of the present work. We may, however, be 
permitted to point out two factors which would be 
relevant in such an attempted justification. The first 
of these factors is positive, and may be stated as fol- 
lows. If we find the characteristic activity of the 
human mind to be an ordering activity, then in so 
far as the human mind belongs to the realm of nature 
we may say that there is at least one element of nature 
which somehow has order implicit within it; to deny 
that any other elements may share this characteristic 
would be in effect to cut the mind loose from nature. 
He who wishes to leave the mind outside of the realm 
of nature may do so, and accept the consequences 
which this entails for his psychology and his meta- 
physics (not to mention those which it would have for 
theology). 

The second factor which seems to point toward a 
justification for the assumption that order is implicit 
in the events of nature is negative and appears to us 
to carry even more weight. It may be stated as follows. 
If we hold that the order found in objects as known 
is due to the mind’s activity, we are faced by the 
problem of why it is that the mind attributes one 
form of order to certain of the elements in its experi- 
ence and another form of order to certain other ele- 
ments. On any assumption such as the Kantian this 
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problem must remain to the end of time what Windel- 
band calls “a sacred mystery." Let him who will, ac- 
cept such mysteries as the ultimate terminus of philo- 
sophic discussion. To us it seems preferable to start 
from mysteries and conclude with some definite 
knowledge, rather than to start from grounds of 
which we feel ourselves to be sure and proceed to a 
point where the very search for an answer becomes 
meaningless. 

Such lines of approach, then, would be those 
adopted by us were we attempting to justify the as- 
sumption that events may possess an order, coher- 
ence, and meaning independent of the activities of 
the human mind. It seems more profitable, however, 
to proceed to an account of what we mean by this 
assertion rather than to engage in a polemic on so 
ultimate a metaphysical problem. And in truth it may 
be said that the most effective fashion of refuting a 
false metaphysical position is to be found in a clari- 
fication of that which the false and the true positions 
entail. For no metaphysics can be true which denies 
the data on which it rests, and every metaphysical 
judgment must rest on some data given in concrete 
experience. Now we have already attempted to show 
that historical relativism is incompatible with the set 
of data which it attempts to explain, and that such 
alternatives to relativism as are presented by Rickert 
and others are equally unsatisfactory in so far as their 
conformity to historical practice is in question. It now 
remains, therefore, to show in what sense the presence 
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of order, coherence, and meaning in historical events 
makes the historian’s enterprise intelligible and his- 
torical criticism valid. 

In attempting to do this we shall find it necessary 
to use the twin concepts of relevance and causation. 
Before showing their applicability to the historian’s 
procedure it will be well to make clear what we take 
the meaning of these concepts to be. 

In criticizing concrete works which purport to 
give us knowledge in some field of research we often 
say that a certain statement is “relevant” or “irrele- 
vant.” The same terms are also applied to the logic of 
arguments which arise in ordinary discourse, and, in 
given contexts, to propositions (i.e., to statements 
considered merely as logical entities). In all of these 
cases the concept of relevance expresses some definite 
relation between a statement, or a judgment, or a 
proposition, and the context in which it is being con- 
sidered. The assumption has often been made that 
this relationship which we call relevance holds be- 
tween statements (or judgments, or propositions) 
merely because the mind judges, or finds itself 
“forced” to judge, in a certain way. According to this 
assumption the relation of relevance pertains between 
statements, or judgments, or propositions, because of 
some “inner” necessity, and not because of any ob- 
jective relations implicit in the material with which 
the statements, judgments, or propositions deal. We 
shall here attempt to show that relevance cannot be 
explained in terms of any “subjective” necessity; that, 
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on the contrary, we can only attach meaning to the 
terms “relevant” and “irrelevant” if we recognize that 
there are relations within the material dealt with 
which demand one statement (judgment, or proposi- 
tion) rather than another. 

Since, in the interests of brevity, we cannot attempt 
to deal with the problem of relevance in all fields, we 
shall confine the discussion which follows to the ques- 
tion of the relevance of one statement to another. 
This limitation excludes from consideration the 
problem of the relevance of one judgment to another: 
for example, why it is that an argument ad hominem 
is said to be irrelevant. Furthermore, it excludes the 
relation of relevance which pertains between two 
propositions considered in a given context: for ex- 
ample, two mathematical propositions in the context 
of a given proof.^ We assume, howevei, that a dem- 
onstration essentially similar to that which follows 
might be made to show that logical relevance in 
judgments, and propositional relevance in deductive 
proofs, likewise depend upon the nature of the 
material involved. The present exclusion of these 
problems may, however, be defended not merely on 
the grounds of brevity. We have already seen that 
historical understanding is almost wholly concerned 
with statements considered as statements, and it is 
with the problem of historical understanding that we 

’■ On the view pieviously taken in regard to the natuie of piopo- 
sitions. It seems impossible to hold that propositions can ever 
be relevant to each other outside of a given context such a? that 
furnished by a deductive proof 
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are here concerned. In those cases in which the his- 
torian must consider a statement as a judgment, the 
traditional logical treatment of “material inference” 
provides an adequate gi'oundwork on which to pro- 
ceed. It is only crucial therefore to give an account 
of the relevance of statements to each other. 

General usage points unmistakably to the fact that 
when we say one statement is relevant or irrelevant 
to another we intend to express some relation which 
holds between the entities with which the statements 
are concerned If we characterize a statement con- 
cerning human freedom as irrelevant to a statement 
concerning the behavior of electrons, or if we char- 
acterize a statement concerning Newton’s first law as 
irrelevant to a statement concerning the course of the 
French Revolution, it is on the basis of the belief 
that these entities have nothing to do with each other. 
What we mean by characterizing such statements as 
irrelevant is that the fact which is asserted by one 
statement has no bearing on the facts asserted by the 
statements which form its immediate context. In this, 
relevance is a category of facts. When we say “the 
acceleration of gravitation depends upon mass and 
distance. Everything else is indifferent to it. The 
freezing of water depends on temperature and pres- 
sure, and nothing else is relevant,” ^ it is clearly with 
relevance as a category of facts that we are dealing. 
Likewise, when it is said that "the qualities of a term 

2 M. R. Cohen; Reason and Nature, p. 151. 
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are relevant to the relations in which it stands,” ° 
relevance must be taken as a category of facts, and 
not as a product of our apprehension and description 
of them. 

Objection to this argument from general usage 
might be raised on various epistemological grounds 
It might, for example, be held that relevance can be 
claimed to be a category of facts only because facts 
are "made” by the mind’s activity, that, ultimately, 
the relevance of one statement to another is merely 
the way in which the mind “works.” Against such an 
epistemological objection it is possible to raise an 
adequate empirical line of defense. Let us suppose 
that the relevance or non-relevance of statements is a 
function of the mind’s activity; on what grounds will 
it then be possible to characterize any given statement 
as irrelevant? If an individual contends (as it has often 
been contended) that a statement concerning some 
physical law is relevant to a descriptive statement 
concerning the fate of a given civilization, on what 
grounds will we be able to show him to be mistaken? 
If we disregard the nature of the facts with which the 
statements purport to deal, and tuim our attention 
wholly to the mind’s activity, every statement in- 
cluded in any description would have to be acknowl- 
edged as somehow relevant for him who made the 
statement. Whether we did or did not understand the 
place of that statement in the whole descriptive 
account we could not call the statement irrelevant; we 

s A. C. Ewing; Idealism, p. 126. (Cf, p. 127, n. 1). 
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could only say that for us it was irrelevant. But even 
this assertion, that a statement is “irrelevant for us,” 
cannot be explained except by assuming relevance to 
be a category of facts. For in saying this we must mean 
either a) that we do not see how the nature of the 
facts justifies it, or b) we must mean that we cannot 
understand it. But obviously a) gives away the whole 
case. And no less so does b). For in saying that we 
cannot understand a statement in a given context we 
must mean that we cannot see the connection of the 
fact which the statement asserts with the facts asserted 
by the other statements. Thus, here again, we see that 
relevance must be admitted to be a category of facts, 
and not merely a category of our “subjective” appre- 
hension of those facts. No matter what metaphysical 
status we attribute to “facts,” this contention still 
holds. We may say, then, that relevance is a relational 
term, which, whether it be applied to facts them- 
selves, or to our statements concerning facts, must be 
assumed to be grounded not in our “understanding” 
merely, but in the facts themselves. It is only by virtue 
of the relevance of facts to each other that we can 
understand the relevance of statements made con- 
cerning them. 

To have stated this point of view does not, of 
course, show us the precise nature of the relationship 
called “relevance.” In attempting to point out the 
nature of this relationship we shall again confine 
ourselves to tire problem of the relevance of one 
statement to another. 
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The relation of relevance between facts (or state- 
ments concerning facts) may, I submit, be stated as 
follows; One fact is relevant to another when they 
are so connected that the mind cannot apprehend the 
nature of the latter without an understanding of the 
former. Applied to statements concerning facts, this 
means that one statement is relevant to another only 
in those cases in which the facts dealt with are so 
related that the apprehension of the nature of one of 
them is impossible unless we take into account the 
fact dealt with by the other statement. Thus, we 
cannot understand the fact that water freezes without 
taking into account the facts of temperature and pres- 
sure. On the other hand, we can understand the 
behavior of electrons without taking into account 
human freedom, just as we can understand the course 
of the French Revolution without taking into account 
Newton’s first law of gravitation; thus, in each case, 
these are irrelevant facts. In order to avoid misunder- 
standing, two further points in regard to this rela- 
tionship must be made clear. 

In the first place, we must point out that we have 
not attempted to “reduce” the relationship of rele- 
vance between facts. Nor have we attempted to 
“define” this relationship, if by “definition” is meant 
anything more than stating what we mean by a term. 
The relationship of relevance cannot be reduced, 
nor can it be defined in the usual sense, for it is an 
“ultimate” in our common apprehension of the 
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world.* This can be seen from the fact that in charac- 
terizing the relation of relevance we were forced to 
appeal to human insight (understanding) while at the 
same time pointing out that relevance was not an 
addendum furnished to the facts by the operations 
of the human mind. 

In the second place, it must be noted that our 
characterization of the meaning of the term rele- 
vance laid stress on the “nature” of a fact. We did 
not say that any fact was relevant to another whenever 
the "existence" of the latter could not be understood 
without reference to the former. At first glance it 
might seem that the two terms should, in this con- 
text, be interchangeable, but this view can be shown 
to be mistaken. First, however, we must attempt to 
clarify this terminology. 

It should be noted that a fact is not the same as 
an event.® What we mean by a fact is the occurrence 
of a specific event at specific time and place. Thus, 
a flash of lightning is an event; that the flash of light- 
ning occurred is a fact. Facts, therefore, do not exist; 
their reality depends upon the existence of events. 
We must therefore rephrase the problem which we 
have raised before we attempt to discuss it. 

Our problem rephrased asks whether facts are 
relevant to each other whenever the events about 

*This is merely to say that it is an ultimate characteristic of 
OUT phenomenal world, and is in that sense irreducible. Further 
philosophic analysis can show, as wc hope to make clear, that 
whenever the relationship of relevance does hold (that is, when 
statements about it are veridical) we are dealing with a causal 
relationship 

0 Cf., Bioad; Examination of McTaggart’s Philosophy, v. I, p. 57. 

212 



RELEVANCE AND CAUSATION IN HISTORY 


which they are asserted are so related that the one 
could not have occurred had it not been for the 
previous ° existence of the other. Stated concretely, 
we may ask: are all of the facts which are concerned 
with the presence of water at this place and at this 
time relevant to the fact that this water freezes? To 
this our answer must be negative. Whatever facts are 
necessary to the nature of a given fact (that the water 
freezes) are relevant to it. Whatever facts are neces- 
sary merely to its being a fact (to there being water 
here to freeze) are not relevant to it. Unless, in ac- 
cordance with common usage, we confine the concept 
of relevance in this fashion we are bound to render 
it useless for historical as well as for scientific pur- 
poses. Ample justification for this view will be found 
in much that follows; here it is sufficient to have 
called to the reader’s attention that one fact can only 
be said to be relevant to another if it is essential to an 
understanding of the latter’s concrete nature. 

Having thus attempted to point out the meaning 
of the concept of relevance, and having attempted to 
guard against serious misunderstandings of this mean- 
ing, we shall now turn to a discussion of causation. 
This represents no abrupt shift in our argument, for 
it must be acknowledged that the concepts of causa- 
tion and of relevance cannot be divorced from each 
other. One need only recall Mill’s discussion of 
“relevant” conditions in his treatment of the Canons 


8 The significance of this qualification will come out m our dis- 
cussion o£ causality and the relation o£ "existential dependence.” 
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of Induction to see that this is the case. As we proceed 
we shall actually find that the relevance of one fact 
to another depends upon a causal connection between 
the events asserted by the facts. A discussion of this 
point must, however, be preceded by the attempt to 
render explicit what we take the causal relation to be. 

Belore attempting to point out the precise meaning 
of the term "causal relation” as we shall use it, it will 
be well to draw certain distinctions. In the first place 
it should be clear that any attempt to determine the 
meaning to be ascribed to the term "the causal rela- 
tion” is not an attempt to determine the nature of 
any particular causal relationship. When we inquire 
into the meaning of a term we are not attempting to 
point out the particular nature of some instance of 
it Such illustrations may be helpful, but, as every 
reader of Plato should know, they do not solve the 
problem. Now this warning is so obvious that it would 
seem impertinent were it not for the fact that many 
philosophers have committed the error in a somewhat 
disguised form.’ For they have been content to define 
the causal relationship in terms which restrict its 
applicability to one particular set of instances, for 
example, instances of causation within the sphere of 
mechanics. But the use to which the causal relation- 
ship is put in other sets of instances, for example, in 
physiology, makes any such restricted statements of 

1 1 regret to say that Professor Alexander’s treatment of causality 
seems to border on this fallacy. (Cf., Space, Time and Deity, v I, 
pp. ayg-agg). For a clear instance of the fallacy, however, one can 
turn to Gustav Heim; Ursache und Bedingung. 
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the nature of causality a mere statement of a specific 
causal principle. In order to be sure that we are not 
substituting a statement concerning one particular 
causal principle for a statement concerning the mean- 
ing of the causal relationship itself, we must not 
confine our illustrative instances or the course of our 
argument to any one science nor to any one type of 
science. 

It should also be clear that when we discuss the 
meaning of the causal relationship we are not dis- 
cussing what generally goes under the name of “the 
law of universal causation.” The law of universal 
causation holds that every event must have a cause. 
But it is obvious that before we can make any such 
sweeping statement we must know what we mean 
by the causal relation. Only then would it be fruitful 
to inquire into the nature of the grounds for such a 
judgment, or into the truth of the statement itself. 

This second distinction leads us on to a third. It 
has sometimes been claimed that the world is con- 
structed in such a manner that it would be possible 
to foretell any future state of its existence if we knew 
the state of its existence at some particular time and 
knew, also, the law (or laws) which are inherent in 
its structure. This view, of which the prime example 
is afforded by Laplace with his hypothesis of an 
omniscient spirit, may best be called “the determin- 
istic view of nature.” Now it should be clear that this 
extreme form of determinism rests on a complicated 
assumption whose parts are the following: a) that 
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causal relations are real; b) that every event in the 
world is causally determined; c) that causal determina- 
tion can always be stated in terms of one law, or in 
terms of several laws which bear a definite systematic 
relationship to each other; d) that this law (or these 
laws) holds throughout the whole universe, now and 
forever. If the full content of this deterministic as- 
sumption is once grasped it becomes evident that the 
problem of die nature of the causal relation is not 
identical with the problem of determinism. In fact, 
an analysis of the deterministic assumption makes 
clear that it presupposes a certain view of the causal 
relation, namely, that causal relations are real and 
are statable in terms of natural law,® But such a view 
cannot be arrived at (unless it be inherited from one’s 
predecessors) rvithout an examination of diverse in- 
stances which are termed instances of causal relation. 

Thus we are thrown back to the concrete problem 
of the meaning of causation. We shall, to be sure, have 
to determine whether the meaning of the causal 
relationship necessarily involves that cause and effect 
be linked together by natural laws, but we shall be 
spared an examination of both the principle of 
universal causation and of the principle of deter- 
minism as a whole. With this our problem is at once 
clarified and simplified. To it we may now turn. 

Everyone must be aware that there has been in 
recent years an increasing scepticism regarding the 
validity of causal analysis in the natural sciences. Such 

s C/., Ducasse: Causation and the Types of Necessity, p. ai, 40 f. 
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scepticism must of course rest on a prior notion of 
what is meant by causality. It will be illuminating 
to examine the notion of causality held by those who 
reject its applicability to nature. 

The scientifically oriented thinkers who reject the 
concept of causality have generally taken that concept 
to mean the production of a thing, or the production 
of a change in a thing or its states, by some previously 
existing object. That which produces the thing, or 
change in the thing, has been called the cause, and 
the new result has been called the effect. This view 
of causation as applied to events in nature has been 
open to criticism on various grounds. 

It has, in the first place, been pointed out that such 
a view of causation is based upon a certain primitive 
animism. Thus, Professor Cohen says*. “When we 
popularly speak of a thing’s causing something else, 
we undoubtedly tend to attribute to the thing some- 
thing analogous to human compulsion, something of 
muscular tension or the feelings of activity and pas- 
sivity when we wilfully push or are pulled contrary 
to our will. Such animism is out of place in modern 
scientific physics.® 

In the second place it has been pointed out that 
the notion of causality which we are discussing is 
never in fact used by the natural scientist. The 
natural scientist states the results of his investigation 
in non-causal terms. Again Professor Cohen points 
out: “Technical and mathematical language ... is 

» M R. Cohen Reason and Nature, p *24. 
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surely, if slowly, replacing expressions of causal rela- 
tions with mathematical functions or equations.” 
When a physicist speaks of heat or gravity as “causes” 
he is merely slipping back into an “anthropomorphic” 
way of speaking due to the great pressure of popular 
usage, or due to the need of vivid metaphorical ex- 
pression.^^ 

A third source of dissatisfaction with the notion of 
causality (as interpreted by its critics) is also evident 
in Professor Cohen’s rejection. He says: “The whole 
tendency of modern experimental as well as math- 
ematical physics is to eliminate the notion of matter 
as an ultimate substance. , . .” “ But this means that 
“the power to produce” has really lost its habitat, for 
where can this power lie if not in a material substrate? 
The popular notion of causality, as it was usually 
interpreted, demanded that all events be regarded as 
derivative from ultimate substantial entities. When 
the ultimate substantial nature of matter began to 
disappear under the bombardments of physical re- 
search, the popular notion of causality was seriously 
undermined. For “the power to produce a thing or 
some change in a thing” is most easily understood as 
being due to some quality (visible only in its effects) 
which IS to be found in the ultimate substantial core 
of a previously existing thing. In the physical science 
of today, in which there exist only events, or as some 
choose to call them, "occurrents,” wherein lies the 

10 Ibid., p. ssai, 
iilbid, p. sa^. 
la/bid., p. aag. 
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power to produce thib, rather than some other, effect? 

Now something must be said in regard to each of 
the above reasons for rejecting “the popular notion 
of causality.” It should first be noted, however, that 
the objections to it are well-founded in the field of 
current theoretical natural science, and thus are not 
to be lightly disregarded. For it would be meaningless 
to give an analysis of causation which is out of joint 
with precisely those instances of explanation which 
we are accustomed to think of as the most certainly 
causal in character. We must therefore conclude that 
the specific notion of causality which is currently 
attacked by the physicist does not provide a tenable 
definition of the causal relationship. However, it will 
be well to draw what we can from an analysis of each 
of these objections. 

When the critic of that which we shall call “the 
popular view of causality” points out that this view 
is animistic (and therefore vicious in this enlightened 
age), he has in mind only one thing: that such a view 
is, as Professor Cohen has said, “out of place in 
modern scientific physics.” He does not say that the 
popular view of causality has no place anywhere in 
the modern world. If he said this he would be guilty 
of gross error. There is nothing animistic in saying 
with McTaggart that “an east wind may be the cause 
of a bad temper. And the ambition of Napoleon may 
be the cause of bullet-holes in the walls of Hougou- 
mont.” It is also perfectly possible to say that the 

13 McTaggart. Philosophical Studies, p. i68. 
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motion of one billiard ball is the cause of the motion 
of another without being guilty of “anthropomor- 
phism"; but in saying this we must be aware that we 
are not speaking “scientifically.” And here is precisely 
the crucial point: the popular view of causality is not 
adequate when it is introduced into the realm of the 
natural sciences as they exist today. But this does not 
preclude the possibility that it is in some sense 
meaningful when employed within some other re- 
stricted field of experience. This fact should put us 
on our guard against taking every criticism of the 
notion of causality as universally applicable. 

In regard to the second obiection which has been 
made to the popular view of causality we must point 
out that “in studying the logic of the natural sciences, 
we tend to forget that they have a history.” While 
it is true that at the present level of advancement in 
some of the natural sciences the relationship between 
events is expressed in terms of mathematical functions 
or equations, it by no means follows from this that 
the notion of causality need be discarded from these 
sciences. Although this notion may not appear in any 
mathematical statements to which a science attains, 
it may be the case that in the earlier stages of the 
development of a science the notion of causality was 
necessary, and that this notion is still in some sense 
implicit within those mathematical statements. It 
would be folly to prejudge the issue as to whether 
science is merely concerned with mathematically 

R. M. Eaton, General Logic, p. 484. 
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formulable laws before we had attempted to substitute 
for the popular view of the cause-effect relationship 
some more adequate notion of causality. The ade- 
quacy of any such notion must be tested against the 
actual procedures of those natural sciences on the 
basis of which causality has been denied, and we must 
be careful not to overlook the aspects of those pro- 
cedures which led to the formulation of the mathema- 
tical laws. By means of this method we shall be in a 
better position to judge whether or not those who 
reject the notion of causality on the basis of the 
current attainments of the natural sciences (in this 
case chiefly physics) are justified in doing so. Until 
we have attempted to put forward an adequate view 
of the causal relationship we must leave the question 
open as to whether the incompatibility between the 
popular view of causal explanation and the ideal of 
mathematically expressed physical laws makes the 
concept of cause meaningless. 

In regard to the third objection raised by the critics 
against the term causality as they understand it, 
something more definite needs to be said. We have 
pointed out why the rejection of “substances” in favor 
of “events” makes the popular view of causality more 
difficult to maintain. This difficulty may not, of 
course, be insuperable, and since we have found other 
grounds for rejecting the popular view of causality, 
there seems to be no reason why this criticism should 
be stressed. However, it will be well to inquire briefly 
into what the scientific use of the term “events” 
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implies for oui knowledge of the nature of the world. 

By “an event” the scientifically oriented philoso- 
pher generally means “anything that endures at all.” 
Now such an entity may be either qualitatively alike 
or qualitatively different at adjacent points in its 
history, but whatever its qualitative nature may be 
it is clear that it must be “pervaded by a certain 
special unity and continuity.” Otherwise it would 
not be an event, distinguishable from other events. 
But this unity which characterizes an event is not 
merely another name for absolute simplicity, for 
events generally (and perhaps always) possess a certain 
complexity; their unity is in some sense a unity of 
pattern. Thus events are usually spoken of as “strands 
of history,” for they possess multiple factors bound 
together into one event. Now these factors, according 
to the scientific view, are themselves events, since they 
too are entities which endure. Thus events may have 
subevents within them, and may themselves be sub- 
events of other events. On such a view, the world as 
a whole (if we may speak of it as a whole) is made up 
of various strands of history, which are termed events, 
and these strands possess definite relations to each 
other by virtue of the fact that the subevents included 
in one strand are themselves strands of history, and 
also form part of other, independent strands. 

Such, in brief, being the view which science, for its 
own purposes, seems to accept in place of the tradi- 


15 C. D. Broad: Scientific Thought, p. 54. 
18 Ibid; p 408. 
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tional view o£ substances, iheir qualities, and their 
relations, we may now inquire as to what significance 
this view has for the meaning of causation. 

It will readily be seen that the relation between 
cause and effect is a relation between events, since 
these aie all that truly exist in the scientific world- 
picture with which we are dealing. Nor is it difficult 
to discover precisely what relation between events 
is to be denominated as the causal relation. For the 
term causation is inextricably bound up with the 
origin of an event or with some qualitative change 
within an event. This we already noted in connection 
with the popular view of causation. However, the 
popular view of causation tends to look upon these 
changes in terms of “productive activity,” and to 
differentiate between that event which “produces" 
the change and those events which are merely acces- 
sory to the exercise of this productive capacity. The 
former event is then called the cause, and the latter 
set of events are called “conditions.” But this distinc- 
tion between cause and conditions breaks down as 
soon as we attempt to make any rigorous causal 
analysis. Within science the notion of cause is strictly 
confined to the set of events which are sufficient and 
necessary conditions for the existence of a new event 
or for the existence of a new quality within an already 
enduring event. These conditions may best be termed 
the “determining conditions” of an event; and the 
complete set of these conditions is spoken of as the 
cause of the event in question. The relation between 
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“cause and effect” is thus a relation of existential 
dependence^ the cause of the event being the complete 
set of those events “without which the event would 
not have occurred, or whose non-existence or non- 
occurrence would have made some difference to it.” 

Now it may seem to the reader that we mean more 
by the causal relationship than is contained in this 
apparently empty relation of existential dependence. 
A single reminder should serve to allay such doubts: 
we are attempting to deal with the meaning of causa- 
tion and not with specific causal connections. To go 
beyond the relation of existential dependence would 
be to substitute some particular causal relationship 
for the meaning of causation itself, and we would 
thus be put in a position where no general significa- 
tion could be attached to the term in question. 

It should already be clear that the concept of 
existential dependence is as applicable to cases of cau- 
sation which fall within the sphere of everyday living 
as it is applicable to scientific instances. The suc- 
ceeding chapter will undoubtedly serve to make this 
even more apparent. Here, however, we must note 
the differences rather than the similarities between 
the popular and the scientific uses of the cause-effect 
relationship. As we have already seen, one important 
difference lies in the fact that the scientist does not 
seek to reduce this existential dependence to a simple, 
unanalyzable transference of productive power from 

17 Cited from Joseph; Introduction to Logic, p. 401 Cf., L S 
Stebbing' Modern Introduction to Logic, p. *71. 
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one event to the other. Yet existential dependence 
maintains its meaning within scientific analysis in 
spite of this refusal to consider the cause as a produc- 
tive agent. For the concept of an event as a strand of 
history fills out this apparently empty relationship 
with a wealth of concrete meaning. When we consider 
an event as an enduring entity, pervaded by a specific 
unity, and at the same time compiised of multiple 
subevents, the relation of existential dependence be- 
comes that which binds the event to its subevents 
The complete set of these subevents, without which 
the event itself could not exist, becomes the cause of 
the event in question.^® The subevents are literally 
the determining conditions of there being any event 
at all, for where there are no fibers there can be no 
strand of history. And thus we see the manner in 
which the scientific view of events does not rob cau- 
sation of its meaning, but on the contrary makes this 
meaning more clear than it would otherwise have 
been. 

Yet an objection to this meaning might be raised 
on the ground that it overlooks the temporal char- 
acter of the causal relationship. And here we find that 
the scientific view of causality differs from the popular 
view in yet another respect. In the latter that which 
is the cause is apparently antecedent in time to the 
effect, and the causal relationship is held to be the 
production of an effect by some power residing in a 

18 This analysis does not hold (and would absolutely deny) that 
the complete set of subevents is itself the event, thus we may 
speak of the set of subevents as the cause of the event. 
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temporally prior substance. But when, as in the 
scientific treatment of causality, we treat the cause of 
an event as the set of conditions which determine 
that event, we find that these conditions are contem- 
porary with the effect. The cause of a disease, for 
example, is not antecedent to the course of the disease, 
if by antecedent we mean that it produced the disease 
and then ceased to determine it. The presence of 
certain micro-organisms which may be spoken of as 
a determining condition (i.e., “cause”) of the disease 
is contemporaneous with the disease itself. This fact 
has been overlooked by those who hold to the popular 
notion of causation, and its full consequences have 
also been overlooked by many who attempt to hold 
to a scientific view of the causal relationship.^” 

If one asks the layman what caused the death 
of Alexander, King of Jugoslavia, he will answer 
promptly, surely, and correctly, that an assassin in the 
crowd at Marseilles shot him. Yet if one asks the 
same question of a physician who was in attendance, 
the answer, if given in a professional capacity, would 
be quite different. The physician would not trace 
the death of Alexander to the firing of a pistol shot; 
the determining conditions of the death would be 
found within the king’s body. Thus the layman would 
apparently attribute the death to an antecedent cause, 

WR L. Saw in an interesting article starts out to inquire "How 
can two characters be necessarily related in time,” and concludes 
that this topic should be examined with respect to the following 
question' "What is the relationship of a pattern of related ele- 
ments to the events which may be said to sustain the pattern." 
(C/.j Proc. Amtolelian Society, v. XXXV, p. iia.) 
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while the scientist would find its determining con- 
ditions to be contemporaneous with what is called 
dying. 

This apparently irreconcilable divergence in ap- 
proach between the popular and scientific views of 
causality must, of course, be overcome if we are to 
be able to include instances of both views within one 
meaning. But it is not this with which we are at the 
moment concerned. What we wish to make clear is 
the fact that the scientific analysis of determining 
conditions does not make the causal relationship one 
of temporal sequence. To be sure, no event which 
postdates a given event can be called a determining 
condition of that event, for clearly the relation which 
we have called existential dependence would not hold 
in such a case. But there is no reason why we should 
not call an event a determining condition of another 
event even when it did not actually antedate that 
event. Thus, one of the determining conditions of 
the actual path of a given projectile may be an event 
which had its origin at a point in time later than that 
at which the projectile’s trajectory had begun; to use 
an absurd but clear-cut illustration, the repercussion 
of a cannon-shot might be a determining condition 
of the path of an arrow, even though the arrow was 
shot first. It would of course be possible (and in some 
cases it would be desirable) to treat the path of the 
arrow as two events, one up to the point at which 
the repercussion altered its course, and one after that 
point. Yet if we are interested in the determining 
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conditions of the actual path of the arrow, we cannot 
avoid saying that the effect of the repercussion was 
among them; and this holds true no matter at what 
moment in time the cannon was fired. Thus we can 
see from this illustration (and from any number of 
analogous ones) that we must not look upon the cause 
of an event as being (in its entirety) prior to the event 
of which it is the cause. 

This, however, raises the question as to whether 
the cause (in its entirety) is ever prior to the effect. 
And here we can see, if we again adopt the criterion of 
existential dependence, that if it is meant by “prior” 
that the cause does not temporally overlap the effect, 
then no cause is prior to its effect. For it must be 
remembered that by the cause we are here referring 
to the set of determining conditions of an event, and 
if the whole of this set of events had ceased to be 
before the “effect” existed, then these events could 
not be held to be its determining conditions. Of 
course, the determining conditions of an event need 
not be coterminous in time with it, that is, they need 
not be of exactly the same duration as it is. In fact, 
if they were coterminous with it, this event would 
stand isolated in the whole of nature, having no con- 
nections with anything outside of itself. Our argu- 
iDent leads to no such absurdities, but holds that in 
order to be a determining condition of any other 
event, a given event must be at least partially con- 
temporaneous with it, that is, their durations must 
overlap. To give up this view would be to return to 
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the popular view of causation, where the cause 
produces the effect at a definite point in time, and 
we would thus fall prey to the Humian analysis which 
derives much of its strength from the fact that the 
cause had been considered as separable in time from 
the effect.^” 

It might, however, be objected that to make the 
determining conditions of an event necessarily con- 
temporaneous with it would be to rob the causal rela- 
tion of much of Its significance. We could not, foi 
example, speak of a “first cause” or “remote causes” 
as actual causal factors in an event unless they were 
considered as present determinants of that event. This 
must be acknowledged to be true; yet as we shall at- 
tempt to show, this does not really rob the causal rela- 
tionship of any vital significance. What we say on this 
point will, furthermore, serve to overcome the di- 
vergence which was apparent between instances of 
causation as seen by the scientist and by the layman. 

When the doctor speaks of the cause of the death 
of King Alexander, and finds the cause to be a certain 
definite set of events occurring within that person’s 
body, he is not contradicting the layman who says 
that the cause of the death is the assassination, nor is 
he contradicting the historian who may say that the 
cause of the person’s death was his tyranny (or else 
the machinations of a foreign power). For the events 
with which they are dealing are in a very real sense 
different events. The doctor is speaking of the event 

20 C/, B Russell. On the Notion of Cause, Proc. of Aristotelian 
Society, V. XIII, p. 5 
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which we might call “dying”; the layman is speaking 
of the event which might be called “the fatal shooting 
of Alexander”; the historian is dealing with “the po- 
litical assassination of Alexander.” Now these “three” 
events are very different in scope; they are, so to 
speak, on different levels of discourse. They do, how- 
ever, have a definite connection with each other, as 
can be seen from the fact that the third embraces 
the second, and the second embraces the first. 

If we take other illustrations we can see in them 
equal differences between the events dealt with by the 
scientist and the directly experienced events of the 
layman. Take McTaggart’s statement that an east 
wind may be the cause of a bad temper, which we 
have already cited as a non-scientific instance of a 
causal relation. I take it that McTaggart means: re- 
move the influence of the east wind and my bad 
temper will disappear. In this the presence of the 
east wind is a determining condition of bad temper, 
and thus can be referred to in causal terms. Now the 
scientist does not (presumably) speak of the east wind 
as the cause of a case of bad temper, for “bad temper” 
to him is not the same event as is one’s directly ex- 
perienced bad temper. Let us call the event X the 
scientific equivalent of bad temper. The scientist then 
attempts to find the determining conditions of X. If 
both he and the introspecting layman are correct in 
their causal attribution, then the scientist will find 
that among the determining conditions of the event 
X there were events of the class Y which are the 
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scientific equivalents o£ what our introspectionist 
would call "the east wind” (or are existentially de- 
pendent upon these scientific equivalents of "the east 
wind”). Here again, then, the scientist is dealing with 
“a different event,” or, it one prefers, with the same 
event at a different level of discourse. Thus the scien- 
tist is not contradicting the layman, so long as it is 
clear that the scientific events and the events of 
ordinary experience bear an assignable relation to 
each other.^^ 

With these illustrations in mind, it should be 
evident that we have not turned the whole realm of 
causal relationships over to the scientist, and thus 
robbed the term “cause” of its vital significance. We 
have, to be sure, attempted to raise a barrier to the 
attribution of a causal relationship between a Deistic 
deity and the universe, and we have attempted to 
rule out of meaningful investigations the search for 
remote causes. In respect to both of these points we 
can do no better than again quote McTaggart, who 
says "If A is the cause of 5, then the existence of A 
determines the existence of B. And it determines it 
in some way which does not hold between all things 
in the universe, so that it is possible for A to be the 
cause of Bj and not the cause of C.” 

We have, then, seen that the causal relation is one 

21 This relation is again that of existential dependence It is one 
of the objects of psychological investigation, and also one of the 
objects of a phenomenological investigation of scientific procedures, 
to estabiish this relation. (Cf , our discussion of "phenomenal" and 
"scientific'' objects, below, note 23.) 

32 McTaggart; Philosophical Studies, p. 156 
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of existential dependence between events which are 
contemporaneous but which are not necessarily co- 
terminous in time We have seen that this is precisely 
the meaning which the causal conception has when it 
is used by the scientist; and we have also seen that 
the instances of causation with which the layman is 
concerned are of the same type. The apparent use of 
the popular “anthropomorphic” conception of cau- 
sality, in which a prior cause produces the effect, is 
easily, and without distortion, brought within the 
framework of the scientific use. For it will be seen 
that the difference between lay and scientific causal 
explanations is due not to incompatible conceptions 
of causality, but results from the difference between 
the instances of causation which each chooses. This 
difference may appear at either of two points. In the 
case of the death of Alexander, the layman was con- 
cerned with a longer-enduring event than was the 
scientist: the layman was speaking of the fatal shoot- 
ing of the king, while the doctor was speaking of the 
death of the king, which was an event included in 
that fatal shooting. In our other illustration, that of 
the east wind causing bad temper, the events dealt 
with by scientist and layman were of equal duration, 
but they were “the same event seen from two different 
points of view,” that is, the layman was dealing with 
“phenomenal objects,” while the scientist was dealing 
with “scientific objects.” ““ It is in this fashion that 

23 1 use the term "phenomenal object” in this sense in which it 
IS used by the Gestalt psychologists, in this sense a tree as a phe- 
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one can see that instances of causation which seem to 
depend upon the popular notion of causality do not 
run counter to the meaning of causation as it is 
used in science. The popular notion of causality, as 
we have already seen, must be discarded as giving the 
meaning of the causal relationship; but we can now 
see that it may be valid in dealing with instances of 
causation among phenomenal objects. Its validity 
widiin this field is only to be restricted by the proviso 
that when we say that one phenomenal object “pro- 
duces” another, or some change in another, we must 
admit our ignorance as to how this “production” is 
possible And, in fact, those who use the popular 
notion outside of science do not believe that they 
have explained the productive power; they either 
accept it as inexplicable or they are inclined to turn 
to the scientist for such explanations (that is, to ex- 
planations in terms of scientific and not phenomenal 
objects). The notion of production holds, therefore, 
within the realm of phenomenal objects, and is to be 
considered merely as a phenomenal relationship. 

These considerations should suffice to show that 
the notion of causality need not be considered as 
“anthropomorphic” either within science or outside 
of it. Furthermore, from these considerations it can 
be seen that the scientific abandonment of matter as 

nomenal object is the tree that I perceive I use the term “scientific 
object" in preference to "physical object,” in order to include not 
merely the tree as dealt with by the physicist, but also as dealt with 
by the biologist. This distinction is in line with Eddington's well- 
known distinction between his "two" tables. {Nature of the Physical 
World, p. IX.) 
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an ultimate substance, in favor of the concept of 
scientific events, does not in the least affect the validity 
of this view of the causal relationship. Thus our dis- 
cussion, which has found the causal relationship to 
be a relationship of existential dependence, has 
avoided two ol the three objections which have been 
raised by “science” to the notion of causality. We 
must now turn to the remaining objection which falls 
within this set: that science deals with mathematically 
formulated laws and not with causes. 

We must remember that science does not find its 
mathematical laws already formulated and at its dis- 
posal. These laws have behind them a history of 
observation, and usually of the controlled type of ob- 
servation which we call experiment. Laws are gen- 
eralizations based upon observation of particular 
instances. “Everywhere the particulars of the actual 
world suggest generalizations; and these generaliza- 
tions are subsequent to, and dependent on, the par- 
ticulars. That there is a realm of particulars which 
confronts all its generalizations, and to which these 
generalizations must conform, is the condition ac- 
cepted by a natural science when it takes the actual 
world for its subject-matter.” Thus scientifiic laws 
depend upon scientific observation. This observation 
is precisely what might be called causal,^® for it seeks 
to establish the determining conditions, or some 

R, M, Eaton. General Logic, p. 483 
20 C/, L. S Stebbing Modern Introduction to Logic, p. a6o 
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aspect of the complete set of determining conditions, 
for a given event. 

It must not, however, be assumed that the scien- 
tific law tells us in regard to two events which is “the 
condition” and which is “the effect,” On the contrary, 
scientific laws are reciprocal, or as is sometimes said, 
they represent “necessary” and not merely “sufficient” 
conditions of an event: in propositions which are 
necessary one can argue as well from effect to cause 
as from cause to effect. This characteristic reciprocal 
relation between two events which fall under a scien- 
tific law can be seen in Boyle's law: given either the 
pressure or the volume of a gas we can calculate the 
other. If this reciprocal relation did not characterize 
the events which we call condition and effect we could 
not, in fact, state their relation in terms of a math- 
ematical formula. 

Although this characteristic of reciprocity between 
two events which enter into a scientific law is merely 
one of the features which we might point out con- 
cerning such laws, it is a highly instructive character- 
istic. For it should be noted that one could never 
attain to the statement of such a law without having 
gone through the most careful causal consideration 
of the events themselves. One scarcely needs to point 
out that before such a reciprocal relationship can be 
established the scientist must determine in specific 
cases that one event depends for its existence upon 
the other. This, as we have seen, means that it is 
causally related to the other. But such an examination 
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does not in itself give sufficient data for the formula- 
tion of a scientific law. Beyond the first discovery of 
a causal relationship the scientist must show in a 
variety of instances not merely that one event de- 
pends upon the other, but also that whenever the 
latter exists it is followed by or “necessitates” that 
the former should also exist. Without this further 
step no scientific law can be formulated. 

This position bears out what we have already seen; 
that it is not causation as such, but the formulation 
of causal relationships in terms of scientific laws, that 
gives rise to the principle of determinism. The 
"overthrow” of determinism in contemporary theo- 
retical physics does not, therefore, necessarily run 
counter to attempts to elucidate causal relationships. 
In fact it has been made clear by various investigators 
that the “overthrow" of determinism in contemporary 
physics does not even invalidate the concept of 
physical laws.^" The whole weight of “indeterminism” 
falls not on the conception of physical laws, but on 
the deterministic principle that there is one physical 
law, or one set of physical laws which stand in such 
a relationship to each other that there is no element 
of contingency in the universe. But it is not with the 
principle of determinism that we are here concerned. 
What we wish to make clear is the fact that the formu- 
lation of scientific laws depends upon causal analysis. 
This dependence of scientific laws on causal an- 
sa Cf , Philipp Frank Das Kausalgesetx und seine Grenzen. Also 
M. R Cohen: Reason and Nature, p. 151 f. on contingency 
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alysis, that is, on the analysis of specific relations of 
existential dependence, should already be clear from 
the little that we have said concerning the subject. It 
should be no less clear that a scientific law can always 
be translated back into causal terms, and thus the 
causal relation is not merely a presupposition of its 
existence, but also remains implicit within it. It is 
this which Eaton doubtless had in mind when, in a 
previously quoted passage, he said of science that 
"there is a realm of particulars which confronts all 
its generalizations, and to which these generalizations 
must conform.” For the only empirical testing of a 
scientific law lies in retranslating it into causal terms, 
and seeing whether it holds of further particular 
instances. 

The fact that causal analysis is implicit in scientific 
law, as well as being a presupposition of its formula- 
tion, should not conceal from us the fact that the 
causal explanation of a particular instance may be 
quite different in kind from anything into which a 
full-fledged scientific law gives us insight For it lies 
in the nature of a scientific law to deal with only 
certain causal aspects of particular instances. One 
could not, for example, discover a full causal explana- 
tion of an object’s fall from the law of gravitation. As 
is commonly said, "Other factors, aside from gravita- 
tion, enter into the situation.” To take all of these 
factors into account would be to attempt to formulate 
a law for one instance only, which is absurd. A scien- 

27 Eaton General Logic, p. 483. 
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tific law purports to hold o£ all instances of a given 
“type ” On the other hand, a full causal explanation 
attempts to deal with the complete nature of one 
instance. In much of science we find that such a full 
causal explanation of any event is not a major objec- 
tive of investigation. The physicist, for example, deals 
with the particular event as “an instance,” rather than 
as an event to be examined wholly in itself. Such 
examination is, as we have seen, causal in character, 
for those generalizations which we call scientific laws 
can only be foimulated on the basis of causal analysis. 
Such scientific laws yield what might be called a 
skeleton of causal explanation when they are applied 
to particular instances, for they indicate one or more 
determining conditions of the event in question. But 
they do not indicate all of the determining conditions 
of an event (unless we assume the principle of uni- 
versal determinism). Thus they are not substitutes for 
full causal explanations, their task is different in kind, 
and their dependence upon causal analysis must not 
be allowed to conceal this difference. 

We can, however, see that in some cases the scien- 
tist is concerned with a comparatively full causal 
explanation of a particular instance. This is, for 
example, the case in the practice of medical diagnosis. 
Yet the main theoretical objective of science' un- 
doubtedly lies in the formulation of scientific laws. 
On the other hand, the historical enterprise, as we 


28 It IS for this reason that “universals" are presupposed by sci- 
entific laws. C/.j Eaton. General Logic, p 496. 
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pointed out in our introductory chapter, lies not in 
the formulation of laws, but in concrete description. 
This concrete description, as we shall attempt to make 
clear in the succeeding chapter, is causal in character. 
Before proceeding, however, it will be advisable to 
review and integrate what has been said in the 
present chapter. 

Rather than assume that the order and structure 
to be found in our knowledge is a function of the 
mind’s activity in knowing, we have assumed that 
events in the real world possess a determinate struc- 
ture of their own, which is apprehended, but not 
transformed, by the mind. We indicated at the outset 
of the present chapter two considerations which 
seemed to justify this assumption. In the course of 
our discussion we have found that the relevance of 
one statement to another can be adequately explained 
on this basis, whereas any “subjective” attempt to 
explain the meaning of relevance is bound to fail. 
Our discussion of causality can likewise be regarded 
as justifying this assumption, since the causal rela- 
tionship was seen to lie in the determinate connection 
which exists between events. To have established this 
realistic assumption, or at least to have rendered it 
plausible, constitutes one of the chief contributions 
of this chapter to the general argument of which it 
is a part For, as we have seen, historical relativism 
derives much of its vigor from an uncritical accept- 
ance of the mind’s “transforming” activities. 

The second addition which the present chapter 
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has made to the course of our argument is to be found 
in its discussion of the meaning of causation, brief 
and scattered as that discussion was. We have seen that 
the causal relationship can be defended both in the 
realms of scientific explanation and phenomenal de- 
scription. We have seen, further, that the causal rela- 
tionship may be said to consist in the relationship of 
existential dependence between events. By means of 
attributing this meaning to causation, we have been 
able to bridge the gap between scientific and phe- 
nomenal instances of causal attribution. We have 
found, for example, that the discrepancies between 
causal explanation in science and in phenomenal de- 
scription are due not to two meanings of the term 
causality, but to the fact that the scientist and the 
lay observer are occupied with different events, or 
with the “same” event seen from different points of 
view. Not only have we thus bridged the gap between 
scientific and phenomenal instances of causation, we 
have also pointed out that a thorough-going accept- 
ance of the scientific concepts of “events” enables 
causal analysis in science to escape both the mean- 
inglessness of an infinite regress and the attacks 
levelled against it by those who accept the notion 
of the temporal discreteness of cause and effect. In 
the following chapter we shall again take up this 
problem in more detail with reference to historical 
causation. 

The third contribution of the present chapter to 
the whole course of our argument is, however, the 
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most important. It lies in the fact that we Iiave in 
efiEect brought together the concepts of causation and 
relevance. As we previously pointed out, the relevance 
of one statement to another can only be understood 
through acknowledging that the facts about which the 
statements are made are themselves relevant to each 
other. Thus, while we saw that the term relevance 
may be applied to statements as well as to facts, we 
found relevance to be a category of facts. The word 
category in this discussion was simply taken to mean 
a pervasive character of facts.”® But, as we saw, facts 
are not events. The relation of relevance between 
facts must, unless based upon the functioning of the 
mind, be dependent upon some characteristic of the 
events with which the facts are concerned. Since we 
have already rejected the former alternative, the 
latter alone remains. And when we come to examine 
the nature of the causal relationship between two 
events we find that it corresponds to the relationship 
of relevance between the facts which are concerned. 
This point demands some further notice. 

One fact was held to be relevant to another when 
an understanding of the latter demanded an under- 
standing of the former. Thus the fact that the air is 
of a certain temperature is relevant to the fact that 
the water freezes. Now the events concerned, the 
temperature of the air, and the freezing of the water, 
can be seen to be causally connected: the latter is 
related to the former by the bond of existential de- 

30 Cf , S. Alexander: Space, Time, and Deity, v. I, p. 184 f. 
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pendence. This dovetailing of the causal relationship 
between events and the relationship of relevance be- 
tween facts (or between statements concerning facts) 
is of the utmost importance if it can be fully sub- 
stantiated. In the succeeding chapter we shall at- 
tempt to substantiate it within the realm of historical 
knowledge. At the same time we shall uphold the 
contention that a causal analysis of the historical 
process is possible. 
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CHAPTER VIII 


Relevance and Causation in History, (Cont.) 

In order to overcome historical relativism and to sub- 
stitute for it an alternative theory it was necessary to 
show first, that histoiical statements could not be 
understood or evaluated meiely in terms of their 
origin, and, second, that the arrangement and order 
of these statements was dependent upon the histori- 
cal material and not upon the historian’s personal 
or social standpoint. The first of these tasks was com- 
pleted in our sixth chapter. The second demanded 
that we examine the concepts of relevance and causa- 
tion and determine their applicability to the material 
with which the historian must deal. The immediately 
preceding chapter, of which the piesent is but a con- 
tinuation, sought to deal with the general meaning 
of the concepts of relevance and causation. In its 
argument it was brief, seeking to avoid many of 
the long controversies into which a truly adequate 
treatment of the concept of causation must enter. It 
is to be hoped that some of the deficiencies which 
were entailed by its brevity may be compensated for 
by the present chapter, in which we shall seek to 
make clear in detail how the tivin concepts of causa- 
tion and relevance are applicable to historical events. 
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Before attempting to justify the historical enter- 
prise through showing the place which causal analy- 
sis occupies in it, it will be well to consider what the 
methodologists have said concerning the historian’s 
procedure. We have already mentioned the fact that 
most of the discussions which deal with the historian’s 
method draw a distinction between “fact-finding” 
and the "synthetic” aspect of historical knowledge. 
Within the realm of analysis (fact-finding) is usually 
included all that pertains to the documents with 
which the historian works. Within the realm of syn-' 
thesis is then included the use to which the historian 
puts this material. But the realm of analysis is itself 
divided into the "external” and the “internal” criti- 
cism of documents. It will be of considerable impor- 
tance for us to show that m so far as analysis is made 
to include internal criticism there is no distinction 
between it and synthesis. In order to prepare the 
ground for this we must first discuss the place of 
external criticism in the historian’s procedure. 

The criticism of documents which is called external 
criticism consists mainly in the technique of deter- 
mining the place and date of origin, and the author- 
ship of document. In addition it consists in textual 
criticism and in the attempt to determine whether or 
not different documents are independent of each 
other; in cases in which they are found not to be 
independent it seeks to establish which of them is 
the original source. This type of criticism may well 
be called analysis. Furthermore, such criticism is in- 
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dispensable to the historian who seeks to deal with a 
period of human history in which the documents 
have not been preserved m a wholly satisfactory con- 
dition. It goes without saying, for example, that our 
knowledge of the Middle Ages would be incompar- 
ably less than it is, had it not been for the technical 
skill with which this type of analysis has been pur- 
sued. But the invaluable aid which has been rendered 
to the historical enterprise by external criticism must 
not blind us to the fact that such criticism is an ac- 
cessory tool for the historian. Every methodologist 
recognizes that it is not the whole of historical knowl- 
edge, but its merely accessory character is usually not 
made clear. 

That the external criticism is merely an accessory 
technique in historical understanding can be seen 
from two considerations. In the first place, it is evi- 
dent that in dealing with many periods of human 
history it is almost wholly without significance. The 
problems of the authorship of documents, their places 
and dates of origin, and even their dependence upon 
other documents, have tended to become less and 
less controversial as time has gone on. Almost the 
last period in history in which such matters are of 
great importance is encountered by the historian 
who deals with the intellectual history of the eight- 
eenth century. From that time to the present the con- 
ditions under which books have been published, and 
the fashion in which historians have learned to cite 
their authorities have tended to make external criti- 
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cism superfluous in the majority of cases. That 
external criticism is still necessary for historians who 
deal with earlier periods of history does not in any 
sense nullify the inference which is to be drawn from 
this fact; in so far as history can be written without 
employing the technique of external criticism it can 
not be regarded as an indispensable step in the histor- 
ian’s procedure. 

Methodologists have for the most part held that 
the external criticism of documents is more than an 
accessory technique because they have almost uni- 
versally assumed that such criticism is in fact the first 
step of historical investigation. This, however, is not 
the case. Before one can determine the place or date 
of origin, or the authorship of a document, one must 
be in possession of an enormous amount of knowl- 
edge concerning the whole context in which the docu- 
ment belongs. One cannot start from scratch and de- 
termine whether a document pertains to one century 
or another or to one locality or another. Without 
having some genuine historical knowledge concern- 
ing the events referred to in the document, or with- 
out knowledge concerning literary and epigraphic 
styles, no document could even be dated, External 
criticism is thus a means by which the historian is 
able to enlarge the range of his historical understand- 
ing, bringing new materials into an already estab- 
lished historical context; it is not the primary source 
of historical knowledge. It is this which was intended 
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when we spoke of the technique of external criticism 
as “an accessory tool” in the historian’s enterprise. 

In so far as the technique of external criticism is 
referred to by the methodologists under the head of 
analysis, one can have no quarrel with the distinction 
between analysis and synthesis. For we have just seen 
that external criticism differs from the historian’s pri- 
mary apprehension of historical relations, and it is 
the latter which usually goes under the head of syn- 
thesis. The difficulty with a distinction between his- 
torical analysis and synthesis arises only because the 
methodologists include under the former that which 
they call “internal criticism.” 

“Internal criticism” is a term applied to the attempt 
to determine the truthworthiness of a document. It 
usually includes such problems as the attempt to 
determine whether the author of a document was in 
a position to judge of the events with which his 
account was concerned, and whether there were any 
factors in his personal or social situation which tended 
to negate the value of his testimony. Taken in this 
sense, “internal criticism” attempts to "establish the 
facts” through separating reliable from unreliable 
sources.^ Let us see how it hopes to proceed. 

Langlois and Seignobos hold that the historian 

1 1 exclude from “internal critiasm" the interpretation of the 
meaning of a document This is a problem usually termed “herme- 
neutic.” Langlois and Seignobos classify it under internal criticism, 
distinguishing it from the "negative internal criticism” with which 
we are here conceined. Bernheim includes it not under internal 
criticism, but under “Aiiffassung” (synthesis). I should hold that 
the interpretation of documents (hermeneutic), like external criti- 
cism, is an accessory tool of the general historian. 

247 



THE PROBLEM OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE 

must Start with "methodical doubt”: “All that has not 
been proved must be temporarily regarded as doubt- 
ful. . . . The historian ought to distrust apriori every 
statement of an author, for he cannot be sure that it is 
not mendacious or mistaken.” ^ The historian, it is 
contended, must use this methodical doubt upon 
every statement in the document with which he is 
concerned, and seek to determine in regard to each 
statement both what the author believed and whether 
his belief was true. To guide this Herculean labor 
Langlois and Seignobos offer two sets of questions 
which the historian may use, one to test the sincerity 
of statements, the other to test their accuracy. An 
examination of these questions shows that each of 
them is concerned with factors which may have influ- 
enced the judgment out of which the statement arose. 
But one is never able to determine the truth or falsity 
of a statement if one first doubts it apriori and then 
concerns one’s self wholly with factors which may 
have influenced the judgment. The most prejudiced 
or self-interested historian may give out true state- 
ments; a historian remote from the objects of his 
description may present us with a report which is no 
less reliable than that of some other historian who 
was an eye-witness of the events. The only way in 
which one can determine the probable validity of a 
historical statement is to examine it in the context 
of other historical statements, and to accept it as true 

2 Langlois and Seignobos' Introduction to the Study of History, 
p. 1561 
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in SO far as it is not denied by these statementSj nor 
controverted by what we accept as truth in other 
realms of inquiry. It is only in the cases where con- 
flicting historical statements are offered that one need 
look into the probable grounds of the Judgment. 
However, we must already be in possession of a great 
deal of historical knowledge in order to carry on 
such an investigation; in it methodical apriori doubt 
has no place. To doubt each statement in a historical 
work would make the historian’s task not only prac- 
tically but theoretically impossible. The reason why 
Langlois and Seignobos oveilook this is to be found 
in their contention that statements may he proved by 
corroborative testimony. Yet it should be clear that 
if we actually doubt each statement apriori, corrob- 
oration loses all of its meaning; we should be proving 
one doubted statement by means of another state- 
ment which we also doubt. 

The basic fallacy in this doctrine of “internal criti- 
cism’’ is to be found in the atomistic view of histori- 
cal statements which it presupposes. To set “internal 
criticism” apart as a separate procedure which is con- 
cerned with establishing the reliability of a source, 
and thus with establishing “the facts,” is to attempt 
to make it function in a void. Unless one can place a 
given source, or some statement made by a given 
source, in a germane context of other independent 
statements, one can never reach any conclusion re- 
garding the reliability of the source or of the accuracy 
of its statements. An explanation of the probable 
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reasons for ihe existence of a distorted statement has 
no significance until we know, or have adequate 
grounds to suspect, that the statement is a distortion. 
But this knowledge can only be gained through com- 
paring it with other statements. Such a comparison 
implies that the historian who makes it is already 
involved in bringing his materials together into that 
which the methodologists term a synthesis. Thus 
internal, unlike external, criticism is not a separate 
aspect of historical understanding; it is not “analytic,” 
but is part and parcel of the historian’s integral grasp 
of historical events. 

The emphasis on a separate internal criticism takes 
diverse forms in the various methodologists. Langlois 
and Seignobos, it must be confessed, represent what is 
probably the most unsatisfactory view of the pro- 
cedure. Yet in almost every methodologist there is 
to be found the same tendency to atomize historical 
facts through the doctrine of internal criticism.® It 
is almost universally contended among the methodolo- 
gists that by means of external and internal criticism 
the historian “establishes the facts,” and only then is 
the vital problem of how he can “synthesize” these 
facts allowed to arise. It is precisely this cleft between 
establishing the facts and actual historical under- 
standing that paves the way for historical relativism.^ 

The extreme form of the atomistic view of his- 
torical facts is again to be found in Langlois and 

® John M. Vincent provides the only exception. 

* F. J. Teggart affords an example o£ this {Cf , Theory of History, 
p. S8). 
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Seignobos. They hold that “historical construction 
has thus to be performed with an incoherent mass of 
minute facts, with detail-knowledge reduced as it 
were to a powder.” “ On any such basis historical con- 
struction would indeed be liable to the charges which 
relativism levels against it, for how could “an inco- 
herent mass of minute facts” be brought together 
into a historical narrative except through value- 
charged selection? To hold to this atomistic doctrine 
is not to make historical writing “scientific”; on the 
contrary, it robs the historical materials of the order 
and structure which they must possess if history is 
to be more than a value-charged myth But Langlois 
and Seignobos partially rectify the error when they 
characterize the “incoherent mass of minute facts” 
more fully. They then speak of it as “a heterogeneous 
medley of materials, relating to different subjects and 
places, differing in their degree of generality and cer- 
tainty.” “ Facts thus differentiated can scarcely be 
called an incoherent mass; the latter shows itself to be 
but another (and exceedingly loose) way of referring 
to the heterogeneity of the facts. 

In order to show that the atomistic view of histori- 
cal facts is untenable, let us put ourselves in the 
place of a historian writing the political history of 
the German Republic. The materials with which such 
a historian must deal are chiefly to be found m news- 
papers, memoirs, state-documents, letters, and prior 

c Langlois and Seignobos- Introduction to the Study of History, 
p. 214. 

elbid, p. 214 
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historical studies of the same subject, or of phases 
of that subject. These materials do not constitute an 
incoherent mass; they are not a mere heap of data. In 
the first place, they have chronological order In the 
second place, the materials fall into natural groups: 
some concern parliamentary elections, some concern 
foreign policy, some concern party-programs, some 
concern the machinery of the state, to mention but a 
few. In the third place, the chronologically ordered 
materials which belong to different groups dovetail 
at many points. Thus, party programs, parliamentary 
elections and foreign policy, may, at any given mo- 
ment, be interrelated. This dovetailing of heterogene- 
ous materials shows that it is impossible to think, of 
facts as unrelated and atomic units. Likewise it should 
be clear that whether or not external criticism is 
demanded of the historian, that which is called in- 
ternal criticism can not be considered as a separate 
methodological procedure. For internal criticism, 
which in this case would consist in examining the 
trustworthiness of memoirs, previous historical works, 
letters, and the like, could not proceed except on the 
basis of prior assumptions concerning the true nature 
of the events depicted. Such an estimate of trust- 
worthiness can only take place step by step as the 
historian proceeds to grasp the events; it is not there- 
fore an "analytic” procedure which seeks to lay bare 
single, isolated facts. 

Having thus shown that external criticism is an 
accessory tool to historical knowledge, and that in- 
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teriial criticism is not a separate analytic procedure, 
but is part and parcel of the historian’s whole grasp 
of his subject matter, we may now attempt to render 
intelligible that which is called the historian’s syn- 
thesis of the facts. In pointing out that historical 
facts are not atomic, unconnected units, we have 
opened the way for that discussion. It will be neces- 
sary, however, to push this inquiry further, showing 
that the facts with which the historian deals are 
“events” in the sense which we have attributed to that 
term. 

It will be remembered that Broad defines an event 
as “anything that endures at all ” ’’ Enduring entities, 
which Broad then terms “strands of history,” were 
found to be pervaded by “a certain special unity.’’ 
This unity was not found to be equivalent to abso- 
lute simplicity, but was, rather, dependent upon the 
pattern of those multiple factors of an event which 
may be termed its subevents. That which bound the 
subevents to the event in question was called (by us) 
the relation of existential dependence. It was pointed 
out that no event could be considered as a subevent 
of some other event unless this relation of existential 
dependence held between the latter and the former. 
This in turn entailed that no event could be consid- 
ered as a subevent of another unless the two were 
contemporaneous. Contemporaneity, however, was 
not interpreted as meaning that the two events in 
question were necessarily coterminous in time, 

1 C. D. Broad' Scientific Thought, p. 54. 
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On the basis of this discussion the general charac- 
teristics may be held to be three: first, an event is 
an enduring entity, second, it is not simple, but con- 
tains as part of itself certain subevents to which it 
bears the relation of existential dependence: and, 
third, subevents are contemporaneous with the events 
which are related to them by the bond of existential 
dependence. Let us noxv attempt to show that each 
of these three characteristics is fulfilled by a histori- 
cal “event.” 

When we view certain historical events, such as 
the Reformation, there seems to be little doubt that 
these are enduring entities. The precise limits of their 
endurance may appear to be somewhat vague, de- 
pending for exactness upon the taste of a historian. 
Yet that the Reformation was an entity which had a 
certain continuant existence is a proposition which 
could only be denied by a nominalism which would 
render all apprehension of non-physical realities im- 
possible. For the Reformation has historical reality 
no less than has an event such as a parliamentary 
debate. The latter can not be reduced to a set of sound 
waves, nor to single speeches which happen to be 
given by several different personages. A parliamen- 
tary debate is a set of speeches which possesses a 
definite context supplied by the function of parlia- 
ment, the governmental program, forthcoming elec- 
tions, and the like. This is what a parliamentary 
debate means, and this meaning is directly appre- 
hended by the historian. In the same fashion the 
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movement which we call the Reformation possesses 
historical reality in its proper historical context; it 
cannot he resolved into events on a physical level. 
And it should be clear that this historical event known 
as the Reformation is an enduring entity even though 
it IS not the sort of enduring entity with which the 
natural scientist deals. 

When we turn from historical events such as the 
Reformation to specific political or social acts on a 
smaller scale, there may be some doubt as to whether 
or not these are to be called enduring entities 
(events) . Can we say, for example, that the enactment 
of a law possesses temporal duration? That it does 
seems to be obvious at the very first glance. As any 
witness of the procedure can testify, roll-calls in a 
legislative assembly take time; even in the case of a 
dictator some (perhaps indefinitely small) time inter- 
venes between thought and command. These ex- 
amples, however, are not in themselves satisfactory 
answers to the question. When it is asked whether the 
enactment of a given law possesses temporal duration, 
the enactment of the law may be considered not as 
a specific procedural event (which certainly takes 
time), but as one of the significant points in a long- 
enduring event such as child-labor reform. From the 
point of view of such a context it would seem that the 
enactment of the law was an “instantaneous” hap- 
pening. However, it is only because of the scale on 
which the historical process is in this case regarded 
that the enactment of the law is considered as in- 
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stantaneous. The fact that we can consider the enact- 
ment of the law as a procedural process which pos- 
sesses a definite duration, and which can be accurately 
localized in time within longer-enduring events, shows 
that it is an enduring entity which, so far as its en- 
durance is concerned, may be spoken of as an event. 
Precisely the same condition holds in the spatial 
realm it is futile to deny that any perceived point is 
non-spatial merely because its spatial components are 
not made clear on the scale which we have adopted, 
for if we change the scale (for example, through a 
microscopic examination) the spatial character of the 
point becomes immediately obvious.® Thus we may 
say that even those historical occurrences which seem 
not to be enduring entities but instantaneous happen- 
ings, turn out to be temporal as soon as we change the 
scale of our observations. 

The foregoing illustration of the temporal char- 
acter of all historical events leads us on to a con- 
sideration of the second characteristic which events 
possess: that they have component subevents within 
them. We have seen that from the point of view 
which regards child-labor reform as an event, the 
enactment of a specific reform bill is but one step in 
the process. Yet the enactment of such a bill is itself 

8 An analogous use o£ the concept oE scale is to be found in K. 
Milanov Die Gesetzesbildung, das Verstehen und die anschaultche 
Abstialition, pp, 75 K. This work, 'which is strongly oriented toward 
Gestalt psychology (as well as toward the philosophy of Heinrich 
Maier) came into my hands only atter the major poition of the 
present book had undeigone revision. I wish, however, to acknowl- 
edge at this point the value which I attach to the confiimations 
which I have found in Milanov’s work. 
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an event. We may in such cases say that the particu- 
lar reform bill is a subevent of the child-labor reform 
movement, for the relation of existential dependence 
here holds between the events in question. 

In the same fashion as the enactment of a bill may 
be a subevent of a larger historical movement, so the 
enactment of a bill has many components within it. 
These components (such as the voting of each legis- 
lator) may not be of great intrinsic historic interest; 
on the other hand, they too may be analyzed into 
subevents which do appear as “important” to the 
historian. For example, the historian may find as a 
component element in many of the subevents which 
together form “the opposition” to the bill, that there 
is one common subevent which all of these share: 
the economic interests of some section of the nation. 
Such a subevent is, as everyone would grant, of 
major importance, it is a long-enduring subevent 
which is related to much besides this specific vote 
However, the historian can only attain a full knowl- 
edge of it in all of its manifold relations by examin- 
ing (within the political field) such "minute” sub- 
events as an actual vote on actual measures. This 
should be sufficient to show that there are no 
short cuts to historical understanding; furthermore, it 
should show, that which we shall have further occa- 
sion to emphasize, that the historian does not proceed 
by selecting “the important facts”: he painstakingly 
follows where his material leads 

The foregoing illustration should serve to make 
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clear that in historical events, as in events in the 
natural sciences, a subevent is not coterminous with 
the event which depends upon it, that, in fact, it may 
be of far greater duration. It is no more strained or 
arbitrary to call the economic condition of one sec- 
tion of a country a subevent in the balloting of a 
particular legislator than it is to call the influence 
of the earth’s magnetic pole at a particular spot a 
subevent in the swing of a released compass needle. 

Having thus pointed out that the material with 
which the historian deals conforms to our analysis 
of the nature of "events,” we are now in a better posi- 
tion to deal with the problem of the historian’s “syn- 
thetic” activity. The nature of this activity is clear: 
the historian always selects his material in such a 
way that his account presents a unified structure and 
pattern, each of the parts being seen in its relation 
to the whole. Historical relativism makes the most of 
such selective activities, arguing that the structural 
unity of historical accounts represents the distortion 
which reality undergoes in being made an object of 
historical knowledge. It will however be seen that if 
our previous discussions of relevance and causation 
are applicable to the historical materials, and if his- 
torical synthesis proceeds through causal analysis, the 
last of the arguments for relativism will have been 
overcome. For we have attempted to make clear that 
the concept of relevance has meaning only if it is held 
to be an objective relation between facts. The pre- 
cise nature of this relation we found to be based upon 
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the causal connection of events. Our analysis did not 
suggest that such a causal connection was in any sense 
a product of the mind’s activity; on the contrary, if 
our analysis was correct it would be impossible to in- 
terpret causality in any subjective terms whatsoever. 
Therefore, if we can show that our view of relevance 
and causation explains the historian’s synthetic ac- 
tivities, we will have justified our assumption that 
historical events in themselves possess a structure 
which the historian apprehends and does not invent. 

We have just seen that the facts with which the 
historian deals are “events” in the same sense as are 
those which are dealt with by the natural scientist. 
There seems, therefore, to be no reason why historical 
relevance may not also be explained in terms of causal 
factors. In fact we find that all serious attempts to 
discuss the problem of the relevance and irrelevance 
of historical statements include a discussion of causal 
relations in history. Max Weber, for example, uses 
the terms “relevant” and “conditioned” in such a 
fashion that both express the causal relationship.® 
Furthermore, in spite of the influence of Rickert on 
his methodological inquiries, Weber finds the essen- 
tial problem of historical understanding to lie in that 
which he calls “adequate causation.” And not only 

“ Cf , Gesammelte Aufsatze zw Wtssenschaftslehre, pp. i6a, 
163, 165. 

10 Cf , Gesammelte Aufsatze zur Wtssenschaftslehre, pp. 266-290 
Many o£ the conceptions o£ Weher m regard to the problem of 
historical causation are identical with those to be developed in the 
present chapter. It rs unfortunate for the present work that an 
adequate examination of Weber’s views cannot be included within 
It. A section designed to present those views was written but was 
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Weber, but every methodologist or theoretician who 
holds to the possibility of objective historical knowl- 
edge, must, at one point or another, seek to justify 
the historian’s selection of facts on the basis of causal 
relationships. 

The question as to how causal analysis is possible 
in historical investigations is identical with the ques- 
tion as to how the historian can ever establish that 
the relation of existential dependence holds between 
two events. For, as we have seen, it is the essence of 
the causal relationship to be formulable in these 
terms. It should be clear that the establishment of 
this relationship offers no difficulties in many cases. 
We have already noted that many historical events 
may be said to “dovetail”; where this is the case the 
relation of existential dependence holds. Thus, the 
history of the League of Nations could not be written 
without a consideration of the Corfu incident or the 
Manchurian question. These events are imbedded in 
that history, and any cona'ete historical description 
of the League cannot overlook them. 

It might be objected, however, that the course of 
the League's history would have been "substantially 
the same,” even without these crises. It might be 
claimed that the actual international rivalry between 


subsequently excluded because it failed to render a true appiecia- 
tion of Weber’s thought. No brief and yet fair analysis of Weber 
is possible, due to the diversity of bis thought and the many mis- 
leading positions which he "adopts.” Only a thorough-going analysis 
of the basic concepts which he employed (both in theory and m 
pi notice) could do justice to the man Such an analysis would have 
swallowed the whole of the present work 
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France and England in the post-war years would, of 
itself, sooner or later have led to the same end. How- 
ever, this line of attack possesses a grave defect, for 
it overlooks the concrete nature of historical investi- 
gations. The historian is not concerned with setting 
up hypothetical cases and saying that the end result 
“would have been the same anyway.” Historical 
understanding attempts to give a descriptive analysis 
of that which actually occurred. The actual history 
of the League of Nations would not have been the 
same without these crises, for they form a part of that 
history itself. Thus, we can see that in many cases the 
historian need merely look at his material in order 
to find ties of existential dependence. 

The relation between tracing the bond of existen- 
tial dependence and the historian’s synthesis of facts 
here becomes immediately apparent. Synthesis de- 
mands that the historian select his facts in such a 
manner as to portray both the unity and variety 
in a particular segment of history. When the historian 
chooses to deal with the history of the League the uni- 
fying strand of his account is thereby given. But since 
the history of the League is not an ultimately simple 
fact, he must view it in terms of its many contribut- 
ing components. These yield the variety in his ac- 
count. But he does not select these components at 
will; they are determined for him by the actual 
course of the League’s history, they are to be discov- 

11 For another illustration oC the fact that the historian is not 
concerned with hypothetical cases, Cf., H Butterfield' The Whig 
Interpretation of History, p. 44. 
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ered in those subevents upon which the history of the 
League as a whole depends. These subevents, as we 
have pointed out, are in many cases immediately 
present in the historian’s direct apprehension of the 
League, for the League is not an abstraction independ- 
ent of its deliberations. 

It must be admitted, however, that there are also 
many cases in which the bond of existential depend- 
ence between two events is not immediately clear. 
These cases test the historian’s penetrative insight 
and provide a standard against which to measure 
his greatness. It is here that the framing of hypotheti- 
cal cases serves as an indispensable tool in historical 
inquiry. 

The historian who is dealing with so complex 
an event as the history of the League oi Nations can 
not rest content in his knowledge of those events 
upon which that history can, by the most superficial 
examination, be seen to depend. To find other events 
which shared this characteristic becomes the goal of 
his investigations. It is here that the interpretation 
of hypothetical questions concerning “what might 
otherwise have happened,” becomes of significance. 
Such questions may provide the historian with a work- 
ing hypothesis concerning where to look for further 
connections between events. It was not this, but 
the attempt to substitute possibilities for actual oc- 
currences, against which we took objection. 

It should be clear, however, that in order to know 
how to frame working hypotheses the historian, no 
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less than the natural scientist, must possess a sound 
theoretical understanding o£ his materials. It is only 
on the basis of previous investigations that one can 
ever satisfactorily abstract from the actual nature of 
events and entertain possibilities about what “might” 
happen. The natural scientist has the good fortune to 
be able in most cases to put such working hypotheses 
to direct experimental tests xvhich establish the prin- 
ciple once and for all; the historian can only find 
confirmation of his hypothesis in individual instances 
which are often ambiguous and are rarely complete. 
It is for this reason that historical “principles” are 
so much less satisfactory than are scientific laws But 
we must not be led by their comparatively unsatis- 
factory nature to overlook the great r6Ie which they 
play in actual historical investigations Even when 
they do not attain the status of "laws,” they are in- 
dispensable as working hypotheses. In so far as they 
are specifically “historical” principles, they can only 
be gained through a comparison of historical in- 
stances; it is for this reason that we always insist 
(or should insist) that a historian have a wide ac- 
quaintance with historical events of the most diverse 
types. But the principles themselves need not always 
be “historical.” It is a truism that the historian must 
understand “the princijrles of human motivation”; 
and in many fields of historical investigation it is no 


12 Cf , M. Ginsberg. Explanation m History {Aristotelian Society, 
Supplementary Vol 14, pp 142 (E). Such was Max Weber's method 
of establishing the partial dependence of capitalism on protestantism 
(Cf., R. Aron La sociologie allemande, pp. 141 ff.). 
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less essential that he understand the principles ol 
economics, of politics, or of ethnology. 

It should be clear from what has already been 
said that when the historian traces the bonds of 
existential dependence beyond the unmistakable in- 
stances which the materials themselves place before 
his eyes, he must use what Max Weber has called the 
category of “objective possibility.” For this, as we 
have seen, he must have a wealth of background in 
historical phenomena and in the phenomena of the 
social sciences generally, since it is only by means 
of such a background that he can form “principles” 
which serve to define the realm of objective possibil- 
ity.‘* However, the formulation of such principles is 
not the goal toward which the historian, as histoiian, 
strives; on the contrary, these principles serve merely 
as working hypotheses in concrete descriptive analy- 
sis.^® It IS here that the difference between history and 
theoretical social science emerges. 

(It has often been a subject of discussion whether 
sociology might not one day replace history. Such a 
question involves a fundamental misconception of 
the relation between history and the theoretical social 
sciences, among which sociology is to be numbered. 
The debate on this question would never have at- 
tained the proportions which it did had it not been 
for the imprecisions which at the time marked the 

13 Gesammeltc Aufsatze zur Wissenschajtslehre, pp. 266-390 

11 It IS a similar emphasis on the need for "comparative studies” 
that constitutes the most important contribution of F. J. Teggart 
to the theory of historical knowledge. 

IS C/, Weber. Gesammelte Aufsatze zur Wissenschaftslehre, p 178. 
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field of sociological inquiry. Today a more or less 
general agreement has been reached which recognizes 
that history and sociology are mutually dependent, 
and yet are separated with respect to their immediate 
aim. Histqry, as we have shown, depends for the 
furtherance of its analysis upon principles which only 
sociology and the other theoretical social sciences can 
disclose; sociology depends upon historical investiga- 
tion for the material upon which it works, examining 
and comparing historical instances in order to dis- 
cover the laws which may be implicit within them. 
Such mutual dependence again demonstrates that 
historical analysis is causal in character, for if it were 
not the sociologist could never generalize from his- 
torical data, setting up laws which hold of the his- 
torical process. This fact is even clearer in those 
realms of theoretical social science which he outside 
of sociology, for example, in the relation between 
causal analysis in economic history and the laws for- 
mulated by economic theory). 

We have now seen that causal analysis is not an 
impossibility in historical investigations. The bond of 
existential dependence is in many cases immediately 
given with the materials, and in other cases can be 
established through working hypotheses based upon 
empirically derived “principles” of social science. 
The confirmation of such working hypotheses is not 
always satisfactory, and the bond of existential de- 
pendence which is said to tie two events together is 
in these cases no stronger than the principle itself. 
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Yet the working hypothesis derived from such general 
principles does not always lack confirmation in the 
historical realm. A historian may start from some gen- 
eral principle and then uncover a new document 
which will show that the relation of existential de- 
pendence did actually hold. The principles may thus, 
in some cases, find confirmation in particular in- 
stances, just as scientific principles are confirmed 
through experimentation. The role of the working 
hypothesis is in such cases identical in history and 
in science, for the principle upon which the working 
hypothesis is based points the way for the investiga- 
tor’s researches. 

Having thus seen that in many cases a knowledge 
of causal relationships can be attained in historical 
studies, only one crucial problem remains to be dis- 
cussed in the present chapter. This problem may be 
stated as follows: How is it possible to give an ade- 
quate causal description of any historical event when 
every such event is composed of an indefinitely large 
number of individual factors? Many thinkers, among 
them Max Weber,^“ see in this problem the crucial 
question for a theory of historical understanding. 
Because of the apparent insolubility of the problem 
on any empirical grounds they flee, as we have seen, 
either to historical relativism, or to an appeal to 
transcendent values, as did Weber himself. 

As a matter of empirical fact, the historian does 

Gesammelte Aufsdtze zur Wissenschaftslehre, p. 177. Cf , Ed, 
Meyer’ Kleine Schrtften, v. I, p. 51, A Grotenfelt’ Die Wertschat- 
zung in der Geschichte, pp. 119 II 

266 



RELEVANCE AND CAUSATION IN HISTORY 

not enter into a description of every detail which 
forms a part of his narrative; the scale on which he 
works dictates the detail which is introduced. The 
question therefore is what precisely dictates the scale 
which is found in a historical work. It is Milanov’s 
signal contribution to the theory of historical under- 
standing to have pointed out that the historical scale 
of a given work depends not upon valuational factors, 
but upon the level of abstraction implicit in the his- 
torian’s choice of a subject matter. From the point of 
view which we have adopted in regard to the nature 
of events wc are in a position to render this concept 
of levels of abstraction somewhat more clear. 

We have seen that every event possesses subevents 
upon which it is existentially dependent, and that 
these subevents, in their turn, are further analyzable. 
With this in mind we can see why it is that the his- 
torian does not proceed indefinitely with his causal 
analysis. 

Let us suppose again that we are writing a political 
history of the German Republic. In order to under- 
stand that history we must, of course, be aware of the 
terms of the Treaty of Versailles, for the conditions 
imposed upon Germany by that Treaty enter into 
political events of the time with unmistakable clarity 
to use our former expression, they "dovetail” with 
such phenomena as foreign policy, party programs, 
and electoral campaigns. On the other hand, the his- 
torian of the German Republic is not at the same 
time a historian of the Peace Conference, for it suf- 
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Eces him to know that the terms were imposed; he 
need not inquire into why they were imposed. Thus, 
while statements concerning the conditions imposed 
upon Germany by the Treaty are relevant to an 
understanding of the Republic, statements concern- 
ing the framing of the Treaty are not thus relevant.^^ 
In the same way, the historian of the Peace Confer- 
ence is not a biographer of each of the individual 
statesmen of the Conference; the historian is here 
only concerned with the characters of the statesmen 
as they influenced the negotiations, and does not at- 
tempt to show how these characters were formed. 

Fiom these illustrations we can see that the his- 
torian does not embark upon an infinite regress 
when he attempts a causal analysis of specific histori- 
cal events. In history, as in science, adequate causal 
analysis possesses successive stopping-points, beyond 
which, in any instance, the investigator need not go. 
These stopping-points, to be sure, do not represent 
the ultimate limits of causal investigation, for (so 
far as we know) every subevent of a given event may 
itself be analyzed further. The stopping-points are 
not, however, arbitrary, for they represent answers to 
questions posed. The historian asks “what set of 
events constitutes the cause of this event?" and when 
he reaches an answer he is entitled to stop without 
having the charge of arbitrariness laid against him. 
It does not matter that each event in this set of events 
can itself be causally analyzed, for the historian, by 

C/-, Quigley and Clark; Republican Germany, p. 55. 
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virtue o£ the problem which he has set himself, has 
not sought to determine the causes of each of these 
partial causes. Only a historian who posed for him- 
self the insoluble problem of writing a complete his- 
tory of the world would be betrayed into such an in- 
finite regress.^® 

We may say, then, that the acceptance of the view 
that historical events possess the same general char- 
acteristics as do events in the realm of the natural 
sciences, provides an answer to the problem as to how 
it is that objective causal analysis does not fall into 
an infinite regress from which only a valuational 
standard can save the historian. With this, the last 
defense of historical relativism disappears 

It will be well to stop at this point and recapitulate 
the argument of the last three chapters in order to 
show precisely how it is that historical relativism as a 
whole may be said to have been overcome. 

In our survey of historical relativism it was seen 
that the two basic presuppositions of the relativist 
consisted in the attempt to hold that the validity of 
knowledge must be understood and estimated through 
an examination of the historical conditions under 
which it was formed, and that valuational judgments 
themselves determine the content of historical works. 
In regard to the first of these presuppositions it was 
shown that historical statements must be considered 
as statements and not as judgments if we are to under- 
stand actual historical practice. Further, it was 

18 A complete history o£ the world is not o£ couise a "universal 
history" ("world history") such as Ranke undertook to ivrite. 
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pointed out that in treating historical statements as 
statements the historian assumes a correspondence 
theory of truth. We saw that the acceptance of such 
a theory of truth is thoroughly defensible, and does 
not entail a surrender to attacks which might be 
made by the historical relativist. 

In regard to the second presupposition of historical 
relativism we found two reasons why it is impossible 
to claim that the content of historical works is de- 
termined by valuational factors. The first of these 
consisted in showing that in so far as “the facts” of 
history are concerned, the historian roust understand 
something of these facts before he takes up a valua- 
tional position: one can not value (even “uncon- 
sciously”) that which one does not know. The second 
reason consisted in our attempt to show that the con- 
crete structure and continuity to be found in every 
historical work is not a product of valuational judg- 
ments, but is implicit in the facts themselves. 

In order to establish this second contention we 
were forced to go at some length into a discussion 
of the problems of relevance in regard to statements 
and causal connections in regard to events. We have 
found that the relevance of one statement to another 
depends upon causal factors which relate the events 
to which the statements refer. Such causal connec- 
tions, we held, are objectively ascertainable in the 
nature of the events themselves. Thus, we may say 
that the relevance of one statement to another is de- 
termined by factors inherent in the material with 
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which the historian deals. The intelligible nature of 
a historical account does not rest upon valuational 
factors which are introduced by the historian; we 
understand a historical work only because the de- 
terminate connections which characterize events in 
the history are capable of being understood The 
historian finds these connections and singles them out 
for others to see. 

The psychological processes of historical under- 
standing may present problems of significance to the 
psychologist, but, from the point of view of experi- 
ence, there can be no doubt that we possess the power 
to apprehend the connections between historical 
events. This understanding is implicit not merely in 
academic historical works, but in many of the com- 
mon experiences of everyday life. Whatever the psy- 
chological explanation of this understanding may be. 
It is true that events of the historical type possess de- 
terminate interconnections which are rooted in the 
events themselves, and are not addenda contributed 
by the mind. From the point of view of naive experi- 
ence every historical event possesses its appropriate 
context which rests on the nature of the event itself. 
Through the analysis which we have given of the 
causal relationship it should be clear that that which 
presents itself to naive experience as an appropriate 
context is simply the place of an event in a causally 
related pattern. The naive experience of historical 
events thus presupposes the ability to see causal de- 
pendencies. In the uncovering of such causal de- 
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pendencies lies the goal of technical historical 
investigation. Thus, we may say that technical histor- 
ical investigation is essentially similar in character 
to the layman’s ability to see some event of his past 
in its appropriate context. 

Once one recognizes that technical historical under- 
standing has its roots in the common soil of everyday 
experience the arbitrary distinction between histori- 
cal analysis and historical synthesis must disappear. 
This distinction, for which handbooks of historical 
methodology are to blame, is basic to historical rela- 
tivism and to those theories which attempted to com- 
bat relativism by an appeal to transcendent values. 
Neither the relativist nor his traditional opponent 
denied that the facts of history could be determined 
through analysis; it was their contention that histori- 
cal synthesis introduced valuational points of view. 
The ultimate disappearance of the distinction be- 
tween establishing the facts and giving a concrete pic- 
ture of the facts in their contextual relationships has 
left the field open for a new interpretation of histori- 
cal understanding. We have attempted to give this 
interpretation through analyzing the concepts of 
relevance and causation, and showing how they ap- 
ply to statements of historical fact. We must now 
turn our attention from this attempt to prove that 
objective historical knowledge is possible to a consid- 
eration of what this analysis entails for the special 
intellectual discipline which is called history. 



CHAPTER IX 


Historical Pluralism 

Up to this point our consideration of historical 
knowledge has been directed toward showing that the 
idea] of historical objectivity is not an illusory one. 
We have attempted to put forward an argument 
which would not only justify this ideal, but would 
once again bring the theory of historical understand- 
ing into conformity with the practice of historians 
themselves. In these considerations we have focused 
our attention upon the problems which beset the 
individual historian in his attempt to gain knowledge 
of specific events. It is now in place to consider the 
significance of the views which have been developed 
for the field of historical inquiry taken as a whole. 

It need scarcely be said that no short account can 
do justice to the main controversies which have 
emerged regarding the function of historical investi- 
gation. Almost every generation of historians has 
had its own set of problems, “programs” have been 
formulated, and polemics against the “older” ten- 
dencies have been the rule. In the present chapter 
we shall seek our way through the maze of these con- 
troversies by singling out for discussion only those 
problems which, from the point of view which we 
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have developed, appear to be crucial. This point of 
view can best be called historical pluralism. We shall 
attempt to show that on the basis of pluralism many 
of the traditional controversies which have beset his- 
torians readily disappear. 

Historical pluralism consists in the view that the 
grand sweep of events which we call the historical 
process is made up of an indefinitely large number of 
components which do not form a completely inter- 
related set. According to this view, whether we take 
the historical process as a whole or segregate out any 
particular portion of that process, we shall always 
find that in themselves all of its components are not 
related to each other in any save a temporal manner. 

Such a view of the historical process differs from 
many other views, as will readily be seen It differs 
from any all-inclusive theory of historical teleology, 
since it denies that every event is related to every 
other event. It differs also from all organismic the- 
ories of history, since it contends that even within a 
nation or civilization two contemporary events may 
not, in themselves, be related to each other by any 
bond save that of temporal connection. Our first 
task in the present chapter must lie in the attempt to 
show that historical pluralism not only follows from 
our investigations of the natui-e of historical under- 
standing, but also that it can substantiate itself 
against the claims of historical monism. Only then 
will we be in a position to deal with some of the 
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problems which have developed concerning the na- 
ture and scope of history. 

If one recalls what has been said regarding the 
nature of historical understanding it will be seen 
that every historical attempt endeavors to trace the 
relation of existential dependence between two or 
more events. When the historian seeks to give us a 
descriptive analysis of a single event he seeks to es- 
tablish the complete cause of that event, that is, he 
attempts to discover all the events upon which a 
given event is existentially dependent. When, on the 
other hand, he attempts to show the historical sig- 
nificance of a given event he endeavors to uncover 
the complete set of events which are existentially de- 
pendent upon it. Thus, whether he is concerned with 
descriptive analysis, or with the significance of an 
event, he always proceeds by means of uncovering the 
existential dependence which binds events together. 

Our analysis of the relation of existential depend- 
ence brought to light two facts which demand that 
the historian conceive the historical process in a 
pluralistic fashion. 

In the first place it was seen that the subevents 
upon which any given event depended were them- 
selves to be considered as events, and as such they 
had an autonomy that could not be denied. We noted 
that their durations were contemporary with the 
event in question, but were often not coterminous 
with that event. They had, as we saw, their own com- 
ponent subevents as well as their own durations. 
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But this fact means that the subevents upon which 
any given event depends are not themselves related: 
two events may be relevant to the same event with- 
out being relevant to each other. This consideration, 
forced upon us by an analysis of the nature of his- 
torical understanding, leads inevitably to that which 
we have called historical pluralism. For it is obvious 
that if the events upon which a given event depends 
are not themselves relevant to each other, we have 
no grounds for establishing the monistic view of his- 
tory. We have, on the contrary, every right to treat 
the historical proce.ss as if its elements did not form 
a completely interrelated set, admitting only such in- 
terpenetration of events as we in fact uncover in our 
concrete investigations. 

The second aspect of existential dependence which 
forces historical pluralism upon us lies in the fact that 
we have found that this relation is not in every case a 
"necessary” one, A necessary relation entails that 
whenever J is necessarily connected with an event B, 
the occurrence of B demands that A should also be 
present. The relation of necessity, as we have found, 
is implicit in scientific laws. On the other hand, we 
have seen that historical descriptions do not always 
succeed in uncovering laws of the historical process. 
The historian may, for example, hold that the dis- 
affection of a military class has in fact led to the estab- 
lishment of a dictatorship in some one instance, Yet 
we have seen that the historian does not go beyond 
this statement to hold either «) that in every case the 
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existence of a disaffected military class will (unless 
other factors forbid it), give rise to a dictatorship, or 
b) that the dictatorship would have followed even if 
there had been no disaffection in military circles. 
That is to say, the historian is neither interested in 
establishing laws of historical events from the obser- 
vation of one instance, nor is it his primary task to 
consider hypothetical cases which permit him to estab- 
lish or reject some proposed law of the historical 
process. This being the case, the historian can be 
said to be concerned with the concrete nature of 
actual events without seeking to establish a necessary 
relationship between those events. But this entails 
that the historian give up historical monism, for it is 
essential to monism to trace necessary relationships: 
without a necessary relationship between events one 
cannot hold that the events form a completely inter- 
related set. Thus, we see that the relation of existen- 
tial dependence as it is employed by the historian 
fosters the view which we have called historical 
pluralism. 

An objection might be raised to historical plural- 
ism on the grounds that “if we only knew enough” 
all events would be seen to form one completely inter- 
related whole. This is the standard objection to all 
forms of pluralism, and a consideration of it must 
await our treatment of the problem of the philoso- 
phy of history in the next chapter Here we need only 
point out that a monism of the type suggested by 
this rejoinder consists in holding that the historical 
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process as a whole is to be conceived monistically. 
The particular form of historical monism with which 
we are here most anxious to deal lies, however, not 
ijn a complete, but in a partial, monism. This form of 
monism is specifically historical, rather than meta- 
physical, and is best represented by aspects of the 
phenomenological approach to history, and by organ- 
ismic theories of the historical process. 

In the realm of historical inquiry, as elsewhere, 
phenomenology has been concerned with pointing 
out the concrete nature and characteristics of ob- 
jects without attempting to “reduce” them to fit the 
preconceptions of the observer. This has been an un- 
deniably healthy tendency, and one which was needed 
in historical, as well as in other, investigations. The 
phenomenologist, however, has often tended not 
merely to accept objects at their face value but to 
deny that these objects are in any sense analyzable. 
The tendency among phenomenologists to treat every 
object as representing an ideal essence has had unfor- 
tunate consequences in the realm of historical inquiry. 
For it has too often been assumed that historical en- 
tities are simple, directly apprehensible entities 
which are capable of being termed essences. It has 
therefore been assumed that the task of the historian 
has been to portray these essences, to render 
them apprehensible to the reader in their concrete 
simplicity. 

It cannot be denied that any historical event is in 
some sense a unity; on this point we ourselves have 
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repeatedly insisted. Likewise, it cannot be denied 
that a historical event cannot be reduced to atomic 
units, to a mere set of “associated” facts; on this 
point, likewise, we have insisted. But the phenomenol- 
ogist who sees historical description as contemplative 
in an unanalytic sense falsifies the nature of historical 
understanding.’^ We have constantly referred to the 
historian’s task as one of descriptive analysis, and it 
is the analytic side of this characterization which the 
phenomenologist overlooks. Let us make this clear 
through an example. 

If the historian attempts to deal with the political 
history of the German Republic, there is before him 
one event of comparatively long duration. This event, 
to be sure, has a certain unity, or it would not be an 
event at all. We do not attempt to deny this unity, 
reducing it to atomic facts of a non-histoncal sort; it 
is an event of a certain level in the historical process. 
However, it is not an event which is simple in nature, 
for apart from its concrete subevents it has neither 
being nor essential character. It cannot be grasped 
by an intuition which refuses to see it as the concrete 
result of many other historical subevents; its nature 
can only be laid bare through following the chain of 
events which not only condition its existence but de- 
termine its nature. This process, which is the process 
of historical understanding, is that which we have 
called descriptive analysis. 

1 C/ , M. Weber Gesammelte Aufsatxe zur Wissenschaftslehre, p. 
344 (w ths coritext of pp. *41 ff.). 
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It must be admitted, however, that the phenome- 
nologist is not usually concerned with defending the 
simple and unanalyzable character of events such as 
the history of the German Republic. Phenomeno- 
logical consideration of historical events has often 
tended to limit itself to certain types of events, es- 
pecially those which can be characterized as epochs. 
It is with respect to these events, therefore, that our 
view of descriptive analysis must justify itself. 

The phenomenologist points out that in both the 
history of individuals and the history of society the 
concept of an epoch is a well-grounded concept, and 
that the delimitation of epochs rests not upon caprice, 
but upon something given in the nature of the his- 
torical materials.^ Against this contention no one can 
raise a word. But the phenomenologist goes further 
than this in his contention, for he holds that the 
concrete nature of an epoch is an unanalyzable in- 
dwelling quality, an essence which pervades the phe- 
nomena belonging to it, but which is not exhausted 
in the concrete nature of these phenomena. An epoch 
is, in short, an essence or type to which historical ob- 
jects conform: it can be apprehended and described, 
but it is unitary, and cannot be analyzed with refer- 
ence to the nature of specific historical events. It is 
with this monistic view of epochs that the doctrine of 
historical pluralism must take issue, for if this.monism 
is established it undermines the theory of descriptive 

2 This IS dear in the excellent discussion oE epochs in Schneider: 
Wesen und Formen der Epochs, Ch. I. 
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analysis upon which hislorical pluralism ultimately 
rests. 

We have acknowledged as indisputable the fact 
that historical events may be said to fall into epochs. 
Yet it is often overlooked that these epochs are not 
all-embracing in character, every epoch is by nature 
either political, artistic, economic, or the like." As 
every historical investigator well knows, the epochs 
which are attributed to phenomena in one field do 
not coincide with the epochs attributed to phe- 
nomena in some other field. The epoch which is 
called the epoch of Romanticism in literature, and 
which some persons have attempted to extend to non- 
literary fields such as historical writing, can scarcely 
be called an epoch in the field of medicine and still 
be held to possess a unitary character. This limitation 
of an epoch to some definitely designated field of 
events should show that an epoch is not a unitary psy- 
chological phenomenon which embraces all people 
(or most people, or the “leading” people) during a 
specific time-span. Furthermore, it should be clear 
that every epoch is limited in scope not merely to a 
definite type of historical phenomenon, but to a def- 
inite geographical location: the artistic epochs of 
Western Europe do not coincide in time or nature 
with the artistic epochs of the Orient. A comparison 
of the epochs of cultural achievement of Europe with 
even those of the Near East should have made this 

8 This IS e.xphcitly recognized by Schneider (Wesen tend Formen 
der Epoche, pp. 14a ff.) but he does not draw the same conclusions 
from this fact. 
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abundantly dear. This factor suggests a consideration 
of prime importance for our understanding of the 
concept of an epoch. For it suggests that an epoch is 
defined in terms of some comparatively long-enduring 
event which takes place witliin a given locality and 
concerns a given class of historical phenomena. Thus, 
the epoch of the Industrial Revolution (whatever its 
precise termini may be) is an epoch because within 
one given locality and in one field of historical phe- 
nomena, there was a long-enduring event which we 
may call the rise of the factory system of production. 
Likewise, the literary epoch known as Romanticism, 
if It have any meaning at all, rests on the fact that 
within Europe there occurred the development of a 
new type of literary accomplishment, or a new inter- 
est in the literary expression, of certain materials, 
which was an event of importance in the formation 
of European literature as a whole. Thus, an epoch is 
characterized by the emergence of a certain compara- 
tively long-enduring event, and the ejjoch is itself 
nothing but this event. This we can understand as 
soon as we give up the notion that events are atomic 
units, and recognize that there are many levels of 
generality among historical (as well as among scien- 
tific) events. And, in truth, the very fact that an epoch 
is considered as a temporal entity, and not merely as 
an essence, should show that every epoch must be 
considered as an event. 

This analysis of the concept of an epoch, brief as it 
has been, brings to light the fact that our understand- 
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ing of an epoch rests upon descriptive analysis, and 
not upon a direct phenomenological contemplation. 
For the concrete nature of an event, as we have seen 
in countless other cases,^epends upon analyzing out 
the subevents which not merely condition its exist- 
ence, but determine its nature. Every concrete de- 
scription of an epoch, whether it be that of the In- 
dustrial Revolution, or that of literary Romanticism, 
depends upon tracing the nature of the subevents 
which entered into it. Romanticism, for example, has 
no concrete meaning which can be determined with- 
out an examination of specific literary works. The 
phenomenologist has done well to insist that the 
epoch (the long-enduring event) has a certain unitary 
nature which can not be found in any one of its sub- 
events (nor in all of these subevents treated in an 
atomistic fashion), but he has tended to hypostatize 
this nature by holding that it exists over and above 
the whole set of events which have actually deter- 
mined it.^ Such a procedure can only result in the 
non-historical attempts which have been made 
(largely under the influence of phenomenology) to 
set up non-temporal phenomenal “types” which, be- 
cause they lie outside of the field of events, furnish 
us with no positive knowledge concerning the con- 
crete historical phenomena to which they are then 
applied.’’ 

< This IS m a large measure true of Nicolai Hartmann’s theory 
(C/., Das Problem des Geistigen Setns, Ch. ag). 

0 This is not true of Max Weber’s methodological concept of the 
"Idealtypus" {Cf, Gesammelte Aufsdtze iur Wissenschaftslehre, pp 
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We may therefore say in regard to the phenomeno- 
logical theory of historical understanding, that its 
monistic emphasis on the essential unity of specific 
events such as epochs, provides no adequate substi- 
tute for our own view of descriptive analysis. As a 
consequence, it leaves historical pluralism (as we un- 
derstand It) essentially untouched. Let us now exam- 
ine the more violently monistic theories of history 
which may be called “organismic.” 

^ The organismic view of history starts where phe- 
i nomenological analysis leaves oft; for not content 
with concrete descriptions of such supposedly unitary 
historical events as epochs, it attempts to show that 
an epoch or a nation exercises a determining influ- 
‘ ence over all the events which fall within its scope. 
We find the upholders of this view emphasizing the 
spirit of an epoch (the Zeitgeist), or the spirit of a 
nation (the Volkseele), to such an extent that every 
historical event comes to be looked upon as a product 
of It. The analysis which we have brought to bear 
upon the views of the phenomenologists likewise ap- 
plies to organismic conceptions of an epoch. The 
organismic conception of the national spirit is open 
to similar objections. To be sure, the national char- 
acter is not an event, and thus our argument against 
the monistic view of an epoch does not apply with- 
out some modification. Yet it should be clear that 
without denying the fact that there are “national 
characteristics” we can point out that they do not of 
themselves explain the historical process. On the con- 
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trary, they are typical ways of behaving which we 
learn to distinguish through historical scrutiny; they 
develop and are changed through the course of 
events, and thus they provide us with no concrete 
explanation of the actual processes of history. Even 
in such cases as those in which an entire populace 
shows a surprising subservience to externally imposed 
authority, we cannot, as historians, explain the dom- 
inance of the authority by an appeal to some element 
in the national character of the people. Our task as 
historians lies simply in tracing out the fact that no 
effective resistance was offered. If it be asked why 
there was no effective resistance we can trace out the 
means which were taken to suppress such resistance 
as was offered, what measures were taken to obtain 
submission through consent, and the like. In this 
manner we shall discover how those qualities which 
characterize a given people at a given time have been 
formed. This is a legitimate field for historical in- 
quiry. On the other hand, speculation which attempts 
to account for phenomena in terms of the national 
character affords us no concrete historical knowl- 
edge; “ to indulge in it (to appropriate a phrase from 
Spinoza) is to flee to the asylum of ignorance. And 
this is the more evident since we know of no generali- 
zations concerning the national character of any 
people which remain applicable through many suc- 
cessive generations. On the contrary, the national 


« It is undeniably true that the problem of “national character- 
istics" IS a legitimate field for psychological investigation, 
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character seems to change almost continuously, when 
seen in historical perspective. This fact alone should 
lead us to surmise that the national character is not 
something that can be appealed to as an explanatory 
historical principle in concrete cases; it is, rather, 
something which not only demands concrete ex- 
planation, but which demands constant reinterpre- 
tation in the light of actual events. 

These considerations should in themselves be suffi- 
cient to undermine the organismic form of monism, 
but to them we can add one other point of impor- 
tance. It is a fundamental, and often noted, fact that 
organismic views of history break the continuity 
of the historical process into single self-contained 
wholes.'^ When one insists that within a given period 
or within a given nation every event must be seen 
in the light of the whole, the strands of history which 
connect one epoch or nation to another are severed. 
Only teleological views, such as that of Hegel, avoid 
this error. With them we shall later be dealing. With- 
out a teleological conception each epoch or nation 
becomes a self-contained entity, and the manifest in- 
terpenetration of nations and cultures must be mini- 
mized or else entirely overlooked. One can see this 
most clearly in Spengler’s morphological view of his- 
tory, with Its distorted and exceedingly misleading 
conception of contemporaneity. The conception of 
epochs which we advanced in opposition to the view 
of phenomenology avoids this error. For it will be 

’ Cf.j G. V. Below; Ueber Historische Penodtsierung, p. i6. 
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seen that when an epoch is considered merely in le- 
lation to the emergence of a new and significant event 
of considerable duration, the continuity of the histor- 
ical process remains unbroken. For on this view the 
epoch, which is itself an event, depends upon sub- 
events which stretch back in history, and it does not 
include the relations between events which fall out- 
side of its specific province. When, on the other hand, 
the organismic interpretation of an epoch is substi- 
tuted for this view, all events fall within the province 
of some epoch, and the epoch itself appears to be 
independent of all that has gone before. 

These considerations should be sufficient to defend 
historical pluralism against the empirical attacks 
which might be levelled against it by phenomenolo- 
gists or supporters of organismic monism. It may, 
however, be well to say a few further words in regard 
to the pluralistic conception of the historical process. 

William Stern points out what we have been at- 
tempting to emphasize; that “the total structure of 
history is to be understood as vertically stratified; not 
as a single linear connection of occurrences f'uni- 
versal history’), and also not .as a set of independent 
historical unitary entities standing side by side (‘cul- 
tural morphology’).’’ ® This view is essentially plural- 
istic. The strata of the historical process represent 
events of different types and different levels of gener- 
ality; their continuity represents their duration. Yet, 
like almost every figurative illustration, this schema 

8 Person und Sachs, v. Ill (Wertphilosophie), p. S84 
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fails to do justice to the elements of dynamic inter- 
dependence which are involved. We might better 
say that every event, taken with its subevents, forms 
a stratified figure, in which some of the strata are of 
longer and some of shorter duration. No figurative 
representation will then be able to render justice to 
the pluralistic nature of the historical process as a 
whole, for each event appears in that process in the 
context of many different events. It is this essential 
pluralism, in which entities stand in partial but not 
complete relation to each other, which makes such 
an overwhelming impression of both flux and fertil- 
ity in history. Yet it is this same pluralism which en- 
ables the historian to achieve some measure of con- 
crete knowledge. Were all events bound together in a 
complete system, in which every part depended upon 
every other, the historian could never commence to 
achieve understanding, for understanding would rest 
upon a mastery of the system as a whole. It is this 
essential unknowability of a completely monistic sys- 
tem that we had occasion to note in our discussion 
of Croce.® 

Perhaps enough has now been said with regard to 
historical pluralism as it arises out of the nature of 
historical understanding. It will therefore be in place 
to see what light historical pluralism can throw on 
a few of the crucial arguments which have arisen in 
regard to the aims and function of the historian. 

An argument arose at the time of Voltaire between 

» C/., R. G. Collingwood- Speculum Mentis, p. sgn 
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the defenders of political history and the defenders of 
cultural history (the history of civilization). This 
argument has, in various forms, continued almost un- 
abated down to our own times. The most violent 
portion of the history of the argument is probably to 
be found shortly before the turn of the present cen- 
tury when Lamprecht threw himself into the center 
of the discussion. At various times extraneous issues 
have become intermingled with the argument itself: 
for example, those introduced by the rationalism of 
Voltaire, and those introduced by Lamprecht’s social- 
psychological emphasis on “historical laws.” And the 
argument itself has become modified in being forced 
to take into account the development of specialized 
histories which lie wholly or partially within the cul- 
tural field. (Thus the investigation of cultural history 
which was considered, at the time of Voltaire and 
Herder, as a unitary project has since been broken 
into so many fragments that the scope of each is not 
less specialized than that which is embraced by the 
political historian. We now have economic historians, 
legal historians (who developed early out of contact 
with political history), historians of literature, of the 
arts, of dress, of customs, and so on almost indefi- 
nitely.) This refraction of cultural history has not, 
however, done away with the problem, for it is still 
necessary to ask the general question as to the scope 
of historical inquiry and the specific question whether 
political history can ever be overshadowed by any 
other type of historical writing. 
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In regard to the general question we have already 
suggested that the scope of historical inquiry includes 
all human events considered in their societal context 
and with their societal implications. Clearly, such a 
definition includes within the realm of historical 
knowledge not merely political history, but all forms 
of cultural history. How then are we to answer the 
question as to whether political history takes pre- 
cedence over other forms of historical inquiry? 

When we consider the multiform aspects of history, 
and the interconnections which have been traced be- 
tween even the most divergent of these aspects, the 
que.stion as to the precedence of any one aspect turns 
out to be devoid of all meaning. The political life of 
any nation or nations belongs to a more general so- 
cietal framework in which it plays an important, but 
not an exclusively important, part. On every hand wc 
find phenomena of purely economic origin influ- 
encing political events, no less than we find political 
phenomena influencing the course of economic his- 
tory; to inquire as to which is the more worthy of 
attention is to fall into the error of exclusiveness. 
And this holds true not merely of political and eco- 
nomic history, but also, and to a like degree, of po- 
litical and all other kinds of cultural history. Each is 
justified in so far as it investigates societal events with 
care and objectivity. 

This willingness to grant autonomy to every field 
of cultural history is demanded not only by the actual 
successes registered by historians in each of these 
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fields, but also on grounds dictated by historical plu- 
ralism. For it will readily be seen that once we deny 
that the events in the historical piocess form a com- 
pletely interrelated set, we are free to examine each 
field of our general societal life without attempting to 
ascribe unique importance to any one “basic” field. 
It may be that, in the end, laws of historical develop- 
ment will be discovered, and that these laws will ex- 
press functional relations between all historical events 
and the events in some one field of societal life. In 
such a case we might, perhaps, be able to speak of 
that field of investigation as the primary one. FIow- 
ever, at the present time such a possibility seems ex- 
ceedingly remote, judging both on the basis of cur- 
rent historical investigations and on the basis of a 
comparison with the development of the natural sci- 
ences. And even if that possibility were actualized, 
we would still have many diverse fields of historical 
investigation, even though some one of them could, 
with right, be termed basic. 

This acceptance of the validity of the most diverse 
historical investigations does not, however, lead to 
chaos. To accept the validity of historical investiga- 
tions in many fields strengtliens the hand of the his- 
torian in any particular field. For example, the po- 
litical historian of a certain period may derive great 
benefit from economic histories of the same period, 
and even from well-conducted investigations in lit- 
erary history. This is the case whenever an event in 
one field of inquiry enters as subevent into an event 
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belonging to some other field. Because such intercon- 
nections between the fields occur as frequently as they 
do, the boundaries between the fields tend to dis- 
appear as our knowledge increases. They are distinct 
merely at the outset of an investigation, when the 
phenomenon to be investigated can be readily classi- 
fied; by the time descriptive analysis has accomplished 
its task the investigation will be seen to have spread 
over many fields. To substantiate this point one need 
but recall the attempt of Justus Moser to write (in 
opposition to Voltaire) a specifically political history; 
by the end of his attempt Moser had covered so many 
diverse fields that he is now looked upon as one of 
the earliest and most successful of the cultural his- 
torians. Thus it is the material involved which inte- 
grates and harmonizes the ^verse fields of historical 
investigation. These fields are equally worthy of in- 
vestigation, and, from the point of view of one’s 
choice of a subject of inquiry, they may all be spoken 
of as autonomous. But the fact that historical events 
of the various types interpenetrate renders worse 
than useless any attempt to draw sharp and final dis- 
tinctions between the fields. At the same time, it is 
this very interpenetration of events which saves his- 
torical inquiries from chaos. 

In summary of this argument concerning political 
and cultural history we may say that what we have 
“discovered” is something long known and sanctioned 
by practice. We have merely pointed out that all’his- 
tory is cultural, or, to use a less ambiguous term, so- 
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cietal. Political events have, on this basis, as much 
place in history as have other events. The exclusive- 
ness which sees all history in terms o£ politics merely 
because the field of politics can be comparatively 
sharply defined, breaks down in so far as it must in- 
clude many non-political facts in its explanations. 
In the economy of history there is place for all types 
of investigation, and since societal events do as a mat- 
ter of fact interpenetrate there is no likelihood that 
the multiplication of “separate” fields of research 
will do anything but clarify the knowledge which any 
particular investigator gains. 

However, a second problem in regard to the field 
of history arises out of the answer just given to the 
long-standing problem of political and cultural his- 
tory. This problem lies in the sharp division which is 
often made between “research historians” and “great” 
or “synthetic” historians. This division is an unfor- 
tunate one, since it has led to many polemics which 
have divided the ranks of historians themselves. It is 
all the more unfortunate since, to a large measure, it 
rests upon a misunderstanding of the nature of his- 
torical knowledge. 

By the research historian is generally meant not 
merely the editor of texts, but every historian who 
chooses for the subject matter of his investigations 
historical phenomena which are comparatively narrow 
in scope and short in duration. It is commonly as- 
sumed that the historian who deals with the minutiae 
of the historical process merely “gathers the facts” 
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in a routine manner, and that his more imaginative 
colleague who deals with large-scale events, such as 
the fate of empires, has merely to select from the 
body of amassed fact those items which when broitght 
together and "interpreted” serve to “give a picture” 
of the great event with which he is concerned. But 
it need scarcely be repeated after all that has been 
said concerning historical understanding, that no mat- 
ter how short or narrow in scope are the events with 
which the historian deals, he does not merely un- 
cover facts, but places them together in a context, 
no less than the historian of empires, the so-called re- 
search historian "gives a picture” of the event with 
which he is concerned. As we have repeatedly empha- 
sized, the primary task of historical understanding 
tolerates no bifurcation between fact-finding and syn- 
thesis, Yet it is on the basis of such a bifurcation that 
the false distinction between history as research and 
history as synthesis has been raised. 

Wlien we seek to understand why a historian enters 
into the painstaking analysis of historical minutiae, 
the answer lies within the pluralistic nature of the 
historical process itself. For when one historian traces 
the existential conditions upon which a particular 
event depends, this immediately raises innumerable 
problems concerning the nature of each of these con- 
ditions. Whether these conditions are small-scale 
political events, or whether they concern the details 
of conditions of life at a given place or time, they 
provide a valuable field for historical inquiry. For 
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before such inquiry takes place we have no adequate 
means of knowing whether these same small-scale 
events do not also play an important part in other 
events, where their influence has remained hitherto 
unnoticed. It is for this reason that the historian, as 
historian, is justified in taking as his province the 
small-scale events which are sometimes looked upon 
as trivial. Furthermore, if the historian aims at co- 
operating with the theoretical social sciences, the in- 
vestigation of the minutiae of the historical process 
becomes of great significance. Without such investiga- 
tions economic history, ethnology, and other theo- 
retical social sciences would lack much of the im- 
portant data upon which their generalizations must 
rest. Thus, it is not merely tor the sake of history as 
history, but also for the sake of the theoretical social 
sciences, that the work of the so-called “research 
historian” is carried on. 

One of the reasons why the false distinction be- 
tween the “research historian” and the “interpreta- 
tive historian” has been utilized in such an invidious 
manner is to be found in the non-theoretic interests 
which have often determined the work of the “in- 
terpretative historians.” One can find, for example in 
Leo, in Sybel, or in Treitschke, the demand that the 
historian should be a political educator; on the basis 
of such an appeal die historian who is concerned with 
the minutiae of the histoiical process must assume an 
inferior position. It is true that the politically ori- 
ented historian does not always underestimate the 
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work of the so-called research historian, yet the eth- 
ical demands which are raised by the former tend to 
react to the discredit of the latter. It is for this reason 
that the element of dispraise has often been intro- 
duced into the distinction between the “two” types 
of historical inquiry. 

The problem which is raised by politically oriented 
historians regarding the role of the historian in the 
political activities of his times allows of no “theo- 
retical” solution. The question has been dealt with 
by Sybel,^" and even more feelingly by Max Weber, 
but it must remain forever an ethical question of 
a personal order, upon which no one can generalize. 
The only consideration which is important here is 
the obligation that the objectivity of every historical 
investigation must be guarded against distorting fac- 
tors which always, and at every point, threaten it This 
m itself is an ethical obligation. 

There is, however, a second factor which has led 
to the invidious character of the distinction between 
“research historians” and “synthetic historians.” 
This is to be found in another non-theoretical inter- 
est which is sometimes evidenced in historians: the 
attempt to show the human significance of certain 
past events by depicting their great formative role in 
history. This attempt is in itself legitimate, and per- 
haps praiseworthy Its effect on historical works is 

10 Ueber den Stand der neuern deutschen Geschichtschreibung 
{in Kleine Htstorische Schriften, v. I). 

11 Wissenschaft ah Beruf (in Gesammelte AufsaUe zur Wtssen- 
schaftslehre). 
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clear: it leads the historian to portray human events 
on a large canvas in order that we may discern, in 
their proper perspective, the full magnitude of cer- 
tain epoch-making events. Yet such an attempt is not 
merely a “synthesis” or “interpretation” of facts al- 
ready known, for, as we have seen, epochs are them- 
selves merely large-scale events. In such historical 
writing, if it be worthy of the name, the historian de- 
picts the actual interconnections which he finds 
within the material. Although his choice of a topic 
for consideration may be determined by valuational 
factors, he need not sacrifice objectivity in his descrip- 
tion. Thus, the so-called synthetic historian does not 
differ from a historian who is concerned with the 
minutiae of the historical process: both have open to 
them the possibility of genuine historical under- 
standing, the difference between them lying solely 
in the sort of interest which each manifests in his- 
torical truth. It is only when the so-called synthetic 
historian attempts to encompass a survey and evalua- 
tion of the historical process Os a whole that he for- 
feits the objectivity which is rightfully his. And, as 
we shall see in our concluding chapter, he does so 
because he ceases to be a historian: he becomes a 
philosopher of history. 


• It has often been contended that each age must 
write history anew. If Goethe, and others who have 
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put forward this contention, are justified in their 
assertions, serious doubts must assail the reader con- 
cerning the validity of the position which we have 
adopted. And it is certainly true beyond all possi- 
bility of denial that much history has been rewritten 
in every age. We must attempt to explain this in the 
light of our own position. 

There are several reasons why historical accounts 
are from time to time radically revised. Not all of 
these reasons are directly attributable to the influ- 
ence of the historian’s own period; but some of them 
are clearly so influenced, and others are to a lesser 
degree. Let us consider each of them. 

One New source materials may be discovered. 

Such discoveries most often take the form of an 
unearthing of new documents. However, at other 
times they consist in the practical application of new 
methods of research to documents which were al- 
ready known but never adequately exploited; for ex- 
ample, the historical knowledge derived from the de- 
ciphering of hieroglyphics or the contributions 
brought to history by the extension of field-work in 
archaeology. The discovery or utilization of suclr 
new source materials may radically alter the views 
which have been previously held concerning historical 
events, but no one could argue from this fact that all 
historical writing is relative to the age in which the 
historian lives. 

Two. The sources constantly undergo critical re-, 
examination, 
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Under tlie impact of new materials bringing fresh 
views regarding historical events, the historian is 
constantly forced to exercise the analytic function of 
external criticism. This is particularly important with 
respect to tracing the interrelation of the sources as 
new sources come to light. Discoveries in this field 
can lead to the rejection of a previously accepted 
source, and consequently to the rejection of a pre- 
viously accepted historical view. Comparable to this 
further exercise of external criticism with respect to 
old sources, we may mention one further factor which 
leads to a new historical view. This factor lies in the 
progress of what has been called “hermeneutic” (or 
positive internal criticism). As philological studies 
advance, old texts open up new meanings to us, and 
these new meanings may demand that we revise our 
previous views. Contemporary philosophers should 
be well aware of this factor, since the reinterpretation 
of Plato in the last years has depended very largely 
upon hermeneutic investigations. 

Three. New approaches to the historical process 
constantly appear. 

By the term “new approaches to the historical proc- 
ess” we mean to indicate the fact that men have at 
various times singled out of the historical process 
events which were either totally disregarded by pre- 
, vious historians or were never consistently explored. 
iKarl Marx’s inauguration of a new type of economic 
history serves as an example of this. In fact, it may 
more correctly be said that Marx discovered not only 
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one new approach to the historical process, but paved 
the way for countless others. Such new approaches to 
the historical process explain a large portion of the 
revisions which historical knowledge must always 
undergo. At rare intervals these approaches may 
cause a radical displacement in previously accepted 
views; at other times they serve in a merely supple- 
mentary manner. Yet even in those cases where they 
demand an almost wholesale revision of previously 
accepted views, they cannot be interpreted as over- 
throwing the historian’s ideal of objective knowl- 
edge, For it will be seen that they are accepted only 
because it is held that they are true; previous ac- 
counts are then rejected because they failed to un- 
cover those historical factors which the new approach 
is in a position to recognize. The only conclusion 
which we can draw from this situation is the sorrow- 
ful one which is forced upon us in every field of 
knowledge: that no single generation has ever fath- 
omed perfect truth. 

It must be acknowledged that the discovery of new 
approaches to the historical process are sometimes 
(and perhaps always) dependent upon general condi- 
tions which characterize the times in which they are 
made. However, this fact does not serve to uphold 
Goethe’s dictum, for the validity of these new ap- 
proaches IS not limited to the age in which they are 
discovered: they are utilized until they are no longer 
held to be true. 

It may well be asked how any age can know its own 
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approaches to history to be truer than the approaches 
utilized at other periods in historical writing. This 
question leads us to the fourth factor which explains 
why historical accounts are rewritten. 

Four. The new approaches to history can only be 
validated through their effect on historical practice 
and their relation to the theoretical social sciences. 

The establishment of new approaches to history 
gives rise to new types of historical accounts. If these 
accounts appear to throw light upon the nature of the 
past, the approaches upon which they were founded 
come to be formulated in terms of principles of the 
historical process. They thus become part of the 
body of the theoretical social sciences, taking their 
place in a systematic view of the factors inherent in 
the processes of history. But since such principles are 
at the outset merely working hypotheses they are 
likely to be overthrown. As a consequence much his- 
torical writing which is based upon a new approach 
will have to be discarded because the approach can- 
not be validated through further historical inquiries. 
Only those new approaches which can be taken up by 
the theoretical social sciences, and thus serve as guides 
to further historical practice, will prove to have been 
justifiable ones. This accounts for the fact that not 
every revision of history will be acceptable to future 
generations: many revisions must be discarded or 
revised anew. 

Five. All contemporaneous historical accounts must 
be rewritten. 
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The historian who undertakes a descriptive analy- 
sis of the flow of events which goes on about him can 
never envision clearly and in its actual detail the 
manner in which that series of events will terminate. 
If his conjecture regarding the series as a whole is 
substantially correct, then inuclr of his history will 
not have to be materially altered If his conjecture 
turns out to be false, all of his account must be dis- 
carded. Thus, we may say that every contemporaneous 
historical work will in the future be partially or 
wholly rewritten. 

Six. Many developmental accounts must be re- 
written. 

The historian who sees the events which he is de- 
scribing as developmental in character stands in a 
peril similar to that which always overwhelms the 
contemporaneous historian. A developmental series 
is characterized not only by unity and temporal se- 
quence, but also by a uniform direction. Taken as a 
single event, a developmental series is cumulative. 
If the historian envisages the event with wlrich he 
is dealing as cumulative in character, and if he stands 
“too close” to this event, the future may completely 
unravel that which he believes to be a developmental 
process. One cannot read much quite recent histori- 
cal writing which concerns the last few generations 
without a slight feeling of disgust merely because the 
historians of the period so often focused their ac- 
counts upon the development of “democracy.” Such is 
the danger in a developmental account when the his- 
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torian does not stand at a sufficient distance from the 
events which he describes. 

Seven. The iast factor which leads to the rewriting 
of history is that which Goethe and others have had 
chiefly in mind. It relates particularly to cultural 
history taken in the narrower sense. It is an undeni- 
able fact that much that has passed for cultural his- 
tory has undergone periodic revisions of the most 
radical sort. One need but think of the transvalua- 
tions which have shaken former critical appreciations 
of Shakespeare, Gothic architecture, Vergil, “the 
Greeks,” Raphael, or any of countless other person- 
ages of periods of art. Every age, we may say, tends to 
estimate events of the past in tcims of itself. Yet what 
has this to do with history? The examples which we 
have cited, and which those who hold to this form 
of relativism continually cite, are not examples of 
historical writing, but of critical appreciation. Even 
the changing views of "the Greek Spirit” (of the 
Greek way-of-life) are views about history; they are 
not historical accounts. What Goethe failed to find 
in the temple at Paestum tells us nothing— and pur- 
ports to tell us nothing— of Greece; it is a fact which 
tells us something of Goethe. Thus it belongs in an 
account of Goethe, and not in an account of Greek 
life. Similarly, the contemplation of historical epochs, 
and the constant reshuffling of the boundaries of 
these epochs, are not historical accounts if they are 
merely “phenomenological” descriptions of the es- 
sence of an epoch. Such attempts depend upon his- 
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torical investigations, but in addition demand that 
we view a specific event as being of great importance. 
It is in this that the valuational aspect enters into 
the characterization of an epoch. In so far as such 
valuations change from age to age, a constant reinter- 
pretation of “the epochs of history” must always re- 
sult. But, as we cannot too often insist, the mere de- 
limitation of epochs is not historical knowledge, but, 
rather, presupposes such knowledge. Thus the facts 
most often appealed to in order to justify the conten- 
tion that each age must always rewrite past history 
for itself are not facts of a truly historical character. 
With this our argument concerning the rewriting of 
history may be brought to a close. 

We have cited many reasons why history must 
often be rewritten, yet none of these reasons demands 
that we give up the ideal of objective historical knowl- 
edge. If these reasons are sufficient to explain the ac- 
tual rewriting which we find in the field of history, 
then our argument for historical objectivity receives 
a final confirmation within the empirical field which 
concerns us. 
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CHAPTER X 


The Philosophy of History 

The preceding chapter has illustrated the familiar 
fact that one cannot confine one’s self to methodo- 
logical discussions. Every analysis of a field of knowl- 
edge terminates in the acceptance of some view re- 
garding the data with which the field is concerned. It 
was thus that we were led from a consideration of the 
nature of historical Understanding to the view which 
we have called historical j’iurahsm. In the present 
cliapter we shall see that the acceptance of historical 
pluralism in its turn leads us on into the province of 
the philosophy of history. 

The terra “the philosophy of history” is a vague 
one. Taken in its broadest sense it involves every con- 
cern which philosophers may have with the knowl- 
edge of history. It is not, however, in this broad sense 
that we shall at present use the term. In a narrower 
sense the philosophy of history refers to the attempts 
which have been made by historians, sociologists, and 
philosophers to interpret the meaning or significance 
of the historical process as a whole. These attempts 
are characterized by an appeal to the empirically dis- 
cerned facts of history; they represent the search for 
an ultimate message which can be found in the his- 
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torical process as a whole. In this they are distin- 
guished from those “universal histories’’ which are 
really compendia of historical knowledge, and make 
no attempt to reveal a message which the historical 
process as a whole contains. They are also distinguish- 
able from “pragmatic histories," which find particular 
lessons applicable to present dilemmas in specific por- 
tions of the past. The philosophers of history survey 
the “trend” of the past, seeking to derive philosophi- 
cally significant knowledge from such surveys. This 
type of inquiry into universal history is that which 
since the time of Herder has been called “the philoso- 
phy of history.’’^ 

It is obvious that the doctrine of historical plu- 
ralism which was put forward in the last chapter 
leads to a discussion of the philosophy of history, for 
historical pluralism seems to deny tlie very possibility 
of the philosophy of history taken in this sense. If 
there is an ultimate pluralism in history the attempt 
to decipher the message which is contained in “the 
historical process as a whole” is futile. And yet we 
find that philosophers, sociologists, and historians 
have occupied themselves with attempts to construct 
philosophies of history. Unless we can demonstrate 
that all such attempts are by their very nature invalid 
theoretical constructions, we shall not have given a 
satisfactory defense of the doctrine of historical plu- 

1 That which is sometimes called the philosophy o£ history is 
really general sociology; an attempt to discover the laws or prin- 
ciples o£ historical development. (C/, Rickert' Probleme der Ges- 
chichtsphilosophie, p. 5 .) 
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ralism. Let us therefore examine the basis upon which 
any philosophy of history must rest. 

It will be recalled that in the preceding chapter 
we offered no concrete objection to the attempts 
which have been made to establish a complete mon- 
ism with respect to the historical process, apart from 
pointing out that such a monism would render the 
historian’s enterprise incapable of any measure of 
fulfillment. We concerned ourselves wholly with his- 
torical monisms which were less ambitious in scope 
At this point, however, it becomes necessary to exam- 
ine the grounds on which any complete form of mon- 
ism might be established. 

The root conception out of which all historical 
monisms have grown is to be found in the principle 
of teleological development. As we have had previous 
occasion to note, the conception of a development is 
applicable only to those series of events in which 
(here is an inherent non-temporal order of a specific 
type, in which, as we may say, tlie last element con- 
tains the fruition of that which in the first element 
has its beginning. In a developmental series of events 
change proceeds not merely in a definitely determined 
order, but in a definite direction. Where this direc- 
tional line is broken we say that the development has 
been cut oflf. Now such a term as development cannot 
readily be applied to every series of events in tlie 
historical process. It is a matter of empirical fact that 
historical events often do change their directional 
lines; the last aspect in a process of historical change 
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often seems to contain something quite different from 
that which the first aspect began. Thus, in order to 
validate the conception of development in empirical 
historical investigations some further element is 
needed. This element the conception of teleology 
supplies. 

By means of coupling the conception of teleology 
with that of development, it is possible to hold that 
every series of historical events is developmental in 
character. For if the nature of the last element in a 
series of events determines the nature of the earlier 
elements, then the direction of the series as a whole 
is thereby fixed once and for all The events in the 
senes then take on a more unified character, and the 
pluralism which seems to be. demanded by the nature 
of historical events tends to disappear. This disappear- 
ance soon becomes final. For every series of events 
can be considered as a part of some other senes of 
events which is larger in scale, and the teleological 
development which characterizes that series then be- 
comes part of a larger teleological development. Ulti- 
mately, then, the whole of the historical process 
comes to be regarded as a teleological development, 
and historical monism is adopted. 

It is in this fashion that the application of the con- 
cept of teleological development to historical events 
leads to historical monism. It is well to examine what 
justification can be found for regarding history as a 
teleological development. 

We have already pointed out that there seems to 
308 



THE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 
be no empirical basis for holding that every histori- 
cal senes of events possesses a uniform direction. It 
likewise seems impossible to hold that every histori- 
cal event is teleologically determined. The only em- 
pirically verifiable point at which teleology enters into 
the nature of historical events is to be found in the 
influence of human volition on those events. But 
human volition can not account for the whole of the 
historical process; it must have materials upon which 
to work, and these materials are not manufactured 
by it. At every point at which human volition comes 
into play in history we find that limits are set to its 
influence, and that the nature of any event which it 
partially determines is also partially determined by 
countless other factors which are not expressly voli- 
tional in character. Thus we may say that so far as 
empirical evidence is concerned there seems to be 
no reason why we should hold that every historical 
event is either developmental or teleological in char- 
acter. 

Another attempt to justify the view that historical 
events always exemplify a teleological development 
is to be found in certain analyses of the nature of 
historical understanding. It has often been claimed 
that the concept of teleological development is funda- 
mental to the historian’s grasp of the past; that only 
in viewing events in a teleological light can the 
past be rendered intelligible. It is therefore claimed 
that history as we know it must represent past events 
as teleological developments. To this contention a 
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twofold reply can be given. In the first placci we 
have just pointed out that history as we know it does 
not seem to show that events possess this character- 
istic. In the second place, on the basis of an examina- 
tion of actual historical knowledge, as well as on the 
basis of the arguments advanced by such persons as 
Rickert and Troeltsch, we have come to the conclu- 
sion that historical understanding does not impose 
itself upon its materials, but rather follows where 
these lead. The whole of the present analysis of the 
nature of historical knowledge may thus be taken as 
an answer to this attempted justification of the con- 
cept of teleological development in history. 

A third type of defense for teleology in history has 
also been offered. It has often been claimed that the 
apparently pluralistic character of historical events 
IS an illusion forced upon us by a short-sighted em- 
piricism. It is suggested that if we take a longer view 
of historical events, refusing to allow ourselves to 
become bogged down in trilling details, the histori- 
cal process as a whole will reveal itself to be teleologi- 
cal and developmental in character. It is by means of 
this ostensibly empirical method that philosophies of 
history are constructed. 

Their creators who seek to trace the course of the 
historical process in the large lay claim to an empiri- 
cally sound method. Undaunted by the repeated 
failures of sociologists, historians, and philosophers 
to uncover any acceptable view of the historical proc- 
ess as a whole, these adventurers grasp at every new 
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attempt as containing the possibility of a solution to 
their problem. It will be our task to show that the 
problem is essentially insoluble. 

In the first place it should be noted that when the 
philosopher of history draws a distinction between 
what is true of the historical process in the large, and 
what is true of small-scale events in that process, he 
immediately forfeits his right to claim that the proc- 
ess as a whole must be monistically conceived. It 
must be granted that teleological development may 
not be equally obvious through the whole range of 
the historical process, but one should be suspicious of 
any attempts at historical construction which find 
teleology only in large-scale events. It would seem far 
more likely that if the historical process were truly 
characterized by teleological development, we should 
find instances of such teleology scattered indiscrim- 
inately through the whole scale of historical events. 
In this respect the historical teleology of an Augus- 
tine is far more convincing than the teleological de- 
velopments which are traced by Hegel. 

The philosopher of history who draws a distinc- 
tion between the discernible teleology of large-scale 
events and the hidden teleology which is supposedly 
none the less present in the minutiae of the historical 
process is very likely to accept a bifurcation between 
historical research and historical synthesis.^ For him 
“synthesis” is the ultimate goal of historical inquiry, 

a Cf., Hegel’s classification of "the methods of treating history” 
in the introduction to his Philosophy of History 
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since this synthesis uncovers the true teleological de- 
velopment o£ history. At first glance the most surpris- 
ing fact to be found in those historical syntheses upon 
which philosophies of history are based is the exag- 
gerated stress which they place upon problems of 
periodization. In Comte as in Hegel the question of 
periodization comes to the forefront and almost dwarfs 
other historical problems by virtue of the magnitude 
of its all-encompassing framework. However, when 
one reflects upon the relation which periodization 
bears to the problem of teleological development, this 
emphasis upon the periods of history becomes readily 
understandable. 

In dealing with the problem of periods of history, 
we have already had occasion to point out that periods 
are delimited with respect to some comparatively 
long-enduring event which appears to be of great 
significance. We found that the periods of history 
are not to be considered as unitary historical entities 
which embrace all of the historical phenomena of a 
given time, hut, rather, that they are particular ab- 
stractions from the historical process as a whole, and 
have reference only to certain areas of that process at 
the time in question. It will be well to apply these 
findings to the periodization which is to be found in 
philosophies of history. 

If we ask why it is that philosophies of history, 
which aim to trace teleological development in the 
historical process, should concentrate their attention 
upon problems of periodization, we find an answer 
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ready at hand. When we say that a period is delimited 
by some long-enduring event of importance the clue 
to this answer is already given. For what can so easily 
define the importance of a long-enduring event as its 
place in a teleological development? It is a traditional 
failing of a mind which is not historically oriented 
to examine the importance of any event merely in 
terms of its relationship to succeeding events of the 
same scale. To a degree, it is also characteristic of 
the non-historic mind to confine this discussion of 
importance to the relationship which the event in 
question bears to events which are generically simi- 
lar to if. Thus, when asked to define the importance 
of the Protestant Reformation, the layman is likely 
to confine his answer to its supposed influence on 
modern European freedom of thought, an event quite 
similar both in scale and in generic nature to that 
which he understands by the Reformation. The his- 
torian, as we well know, would give no such facile 
answer. But philosophers of history are not conspicu- 
ous for their historical orientation; all too frequently 
they share the layman’s tendency to confine their esti- 
mates of historical importance to tracing the relation- 
ship which one event bears to other events of the 
same scale and kind. This leads them to a demarca- 
tion of historical periods in terms of teleological 
development. For it will be seen that if we judge the 
importance of a historical event by what it has con- 
tributed to other events which are fundamentally 
similar to it, we cannot fail to have before us a pic- 
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ture which gives the illusion of a teleological develop- 
ment. Each period having been demarcated with ref- 
erence to its contribution to a future period, the 
historical process as a whole takes on a deceptively 
monistic appearance. 

Now, it might be objected that we have failed to 
take into account the fact that in some philosophies 
of history certain periods are held to contribute noth- 
ing to the teleological development of the process as 
a whole, and yet that even these blank periods fall 
within the purview of the philosophers of history. 
This, however, fails to touch the crucial point in 
our argument. If there are any philosophies of his- 
tory in which a “period” is held to be blank, the 
principle of periodization is adopted without refer- 
ence to the period in question. It is only held to be 
a period because it represents a chronological gap in 
the teleological development which is in question. 
Thus, in the prevalent common-sense periodization 
of history (which, strangely enough, is an intellectual- 
istic one) the so-called Middle Ages (usually referred 
to as the Dark Ages), represent a chronological gap 
in a teleological development of “free inquiry.” The 
periodization is undertaken on the basis of the posi- 
tive character of Greek and Modern thought, and 
the Middle Ages are seen as contributing nothing to 
history. 

In Hegel’s philosophy of history the aspect of teleo- 
logical development is everywhere evident. It is not 
only specifically formulated in the Introduction to 
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his Philosophy of Histoiy, but it is evident in the 
actual historical studies which he undertook in the 
fields of philosophy and fine art. In Comte, who with 
Hegel most clearly represents the tendency of a phi- 
losopher of history to proceed by periodization, a 
similar emphasis on a unitary or teleological develop- 
ment can be discovered. The periods -which Comte 
finds represented in the historical process are periods 
of relative “enlightenment”; they are periods ascribed 
to the history of social and moral thought. We see in 
the transitions from religious to metaphysical, and 
from metaphysical to scientific thought, a pure line 
of development. To be sure, Comte's positivism 
would not allow him to adopt an explicitly teleologi- 
cal view of this development, yet it might be con- 
tended" that there is a strong teleological ingredient 
within it. Whether or not this is the case, we can see 
that Comte’s periodization of history rests upon his 
acceptance of a developmental standpoint which binds 
the periods he has singled out into an apparently 
monistic unity. 

These illustrations, drawn from widely known at- 
tempts at periodization, show the degree to which the 
conception of a unitary or teleological development 
enters into those attempts. As a consequence it is not 
to be wondered at that in their attempts to establish 
monism on an empitical ground, philosophers of 
history should focus their attention on those large- 

3 C/,, Comte' Positive Philosophy, v. II, p. 265. Also Troeltsch: 
Det Histonsmus und seine Probleme, pp. 427 ff. 
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scale events which they designate as periods of history. 
It remains for us to show by means of concrete argu- 
mentation what was already implicit in our treatment 
of historical periods' that no teleological periodiza- 
tion of history can establish historical monism. 

We have already pointed out that every so-called 
period represents but a segi'egated portion of the his- 
torical process at any 'given time. Thus teleological 
periodization of history does not demonstrate that the 
historical process as a whole is teleological. With this 
in mind let us examine Comte’s view of “the three 
stages of development.’’ 

Comte held that all thought goes through three 
stages of development, these stages he termed theo- 
logical, philosophical, and scientific. By means of this 
law he sought to unify all historical phenomena. Yet 
such a law, it will readily be seen, can not possibly 
suffice as a basis for historical monism. For even if 
Comte were correct in his contention that “the whole 
social mechanism is ultimately based on opinions,’’ * no 
law which abstracts out of the historical process merely 
one set of determining factors can ever do justice to 
that process as a whole. The historical process does 
not consist merely in thought-factors, no matter what 
formative significance we may attach to them. Opin- 
ions may determine certain aspects of economic, po- 
litical and artistic forms, but the actual existence of 
these forms is something over and above the opinions 
which may have helped to determine their nature. 

4 Quoted by J. B Bury The Idea of Progress, p. aga. 
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Though! does no! spin social I'oims out of itself, it 
operates on those forms winch aie already given in 
the historical process to .which it itself belongs. Thus, 
no law of the development of thought can be held 
to unify all that is included within the historical 
process. The periodization of history from the stand- 
point of the development of thought is merely one 
possible periodization of the historical process. No 
matter how accurate it may be, and no matter how 
teleological in character it may appear, it cannot 
serve to establish historical monism. 

Furthermore, we can point out that any periodiza- 
tion of the historical process represents an abstraction 
from that process not merely with reference to the 
types of phenomena which it includes, but also with 
reference to the scope of its survey. As is well known, 
Comte followed Condorcet in his willful exclusion of 
non-European elements from the survey of history. 
Such an exclusion (which is all too common) makes 
it impossible to argue for a complete monism of the 
historical process on empirical grounds. And even in 
philosophies of history such as Hegel’s in which non- 
European elements are introduced, other gaps are 
always present. These gaps are usually to be found 
in so-called pre-history, in the omission of contempo- 
rary primitive civilizations,® and in the failure to in- 
clude the complete history of any one geographical 
sector within that survey. In the case of Hegel’s phi- 

E On these points C/., Hegel Philosophy of History, p 63 and 
P 69. 
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losophy of history this appears particularly clearly; 
the teleological development of history finds a place 
for one era of each nation’s history, and all other 
eras of that history are excluded.® Here again we see 
that the periodization of history is an abstraction from 
the historical process, and, thus, that a historical syn- 
thesis based upon periodization cannot be used to 
establish historical monism. 

A second major objection to the attempt to estab- 
lish historical monism through the apparently teleo- 
logical character of historical periods follows closely 
upon this first objection. For it will be seen that every 
abstraction from the historical process as a whole, 
every focusing of attention upon some one aspect 
of that process, follows from an original value-charged 
choice. This we have already had occasion to note 
with reference to the historian’s choice of his subject- 
matter. It applies equally well to the choice made by 
the philosopher of history with respect to the prin- 
ciple of his periodization. Comte chose, for definite 
and specifically assignable reasons, to periodize history 
with respect to social and moral ideas; von Below 
contends that history should be periodized with 
reference to political events.'^ This value-charged 
element in the philosophy of history has been ably 
indicated by Troeltsch,® and it demonstrates the essen- 
tial subjectivity of every attempt to prove historical 

8 Cf., Hegel, Grundlinien der Philosophte des Rechts, ^ 347 - 
7 G, V. Below: Veber die Penodtsierung, p 18. 
sit is almost the leitmotif of Der Historismiis und seine Pfob- 
leme. 
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monism through an appeal to the teleological de 
velopment which can be discovered in the seqtience 
o£ “the great historical periods.” 

A third objection can be found in the fact that 
every philosopher stands in the midst of the histori- 
cal process itself. It is impossible to hold that history 
represents a teleological development unless one 
knows (or believes that one knows) what the end of 
that process will be. But no empirical survey of the 
past can deraonstiate the future to the philosopher 
of history. It therefore becomes impossible to ground 
historical monism upon an empirical appeal to the 
apparent teleology of past periods of history. In order 
to establish historical monism upon a teleological 
view of the periods of history it is therefore necessary 
to transcend one’s temporal standpoint. In this Au- 
gustine and the entire Christian philosophy of his- 
tory again represent a sounder approach to the prob- 
lem of historical monism. For in Augustine and his 
followers we find an appeal to the non-temporal realm 
of God as the basis of historical monism. In addition, 
the belief that the world was soon coming to an end 
seemed to justify a complete periodization of history. 
The necessity of attaining a non-empirical, transcen- 
dent point of view before one can regard the historical 
process as a teleological development has long been 
noted by analysts of the idea of progress. But what 
holds of the conception of progress holds equally 
well of any unitary or teleological view of develop- 
ment. For the conception of progress is just such a 
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view, save that it explicitly embodies the standpoint 
that this development represents the attainment o£ 
increased value. We may therefore say that in so far 
as historical monism rests upon the conception ot 
teleological development it can only be established 
through some non-empirical (transcendent) approach. 
Thus we conclude our third and final argument 
against historical monism. 


IT 

We have now seen that historical monism cannot 
I be established through a direct empirical approach, 
/nor through analyzing the nature ol historical under- 
standing, nor through an appeal to the great syn- 
thetic surveys of periods in the history of civilization. 
With ultimate metaphysical arguments concerning 
historical monism we cannot here concern ourselves. 
It is sullicient for us to have shown (hat philosophies 
f of history in the commonly accepted meaning of the 
* term cannot be constructed upon any empirical basis. 
And this, in fact, suffices to "dispose of the traditional 
philosophies of history, for if historical monism can 
only be proved by means of a non-historical (tran- 
scendent) approach, the whole theoretical significance 
‘'Of empirical attempts to construct philosophies of his- 
tory disappears. In that case every philosophy of his- 
tory becomes a form of apologetics based upon a 
belief in the omnipotence and omnipresence of the 
forces of Providence or Progress. With such apolo- 

3?o 



THE l^HILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 

getics the historian, as historian, need not be con- 
cerned. 

All that remains lor ns now to consider is a justifi- 
cation of the method of argumentation which the 
present work has employed. The need for such a justi- 
fication becomes especially apparent as the result of 
the stand which we have taken in regard to philoso- 
phies of history. It may well be asked ’urhether we 
have not robbed history of its fullest significance 
in denying the possibility of theoretically valid phi- 
losophies of history. 

A philosophic approach to the knowledge of his- 
tory must assume one of three forms: it must either 
commence with a general methodological analysis oi 
historical understanding; or it roust attempt to place 
historical understanding within the context of all 
human experience; or, finally, it must accept the 
methods of empirical research and seek to derive some 
ultimate meaning from the historical process as a 
whole. Of these three approaches to history we have 
chosen to follow the first. 

It should be clear that he who attempts to con- 
struct a metaphysics of experience wlrich will include 
the historian's experience must already accept some 
view of the concrete nature of that experience. Every 
person doubtless possesses such a view, but implicit 
methodology is no less dangerous for philosophy than 
is implicit metaphysics. One does better to make his 
theory of methodological analysis explicit before at- 
tempting to construct a metaphysics of the historical 
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experience. This lack of explicit analysis explains the 
fundamental emptiness of the current approach to 
historical experience as we find it in the writings of 
many phenomenologists.® 

Enough has already been said to expose the danger 
which lies in following the third philosophic ap- 
proach to history. Attempts to construct philosophies 
of history assume the ultimate compatibility of their 
enterprise with empirical historical investigations. 
But the present methodological analysis has at- 
tempted to show that these philosophies of history 
rely upon a false method of historical "construction,” 
a method not sanctioned by actual historical research. 
Thus the attempt to construct philosophical inter- 
pretations of history which go under the name of “the 
philosophy of history” can lead only to error. This 
is not to say that the philosopher cannot find an 
abundance of material for philosophical speculation 
in the human past as historical research reveals it; 
we merely contend that such lessons are not to be 
gained by the teleological approach which is implicit 
in monistic philosophies of history. Moreover, the 
philosopher has no justification for speculating upon 
the human past as historical research reveals it to 
him unless he has first determined that such research 
can lay claim to objectivity. 

It is in the light of these contentions that the pres- 

8 1 have in mind particularly Heidegger and Jaspers. Cf , Jaspers- 
Philosophte, V II, pp. 118-148, 393-414, and, £or Heidegger, Kaul- 
mann- Geschwhtsphilosophie der Gegenwart, pp. 118-129. Some- 
thing of the same approach is also to be found in the Introduction 
to Hegel’s Philosophy of History. 
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ent methodological analysis of historical knowledge 
must be considered. We have attempted to under- 
stand the historian’s activity by accepting it on its 
own grounds. We have not made our analysis sub- 
servient to any previously accepted metaphysical 
views which are not implicit in the historical enter- 
prise itself. If this be considered an “unphilosophic” 
procedure, we can only answer that philosophy must 
always proceed upon the basis’of data which are givep 
to it. These data, so far as the present work is con- 
cerned, are to be found in the historical enterprise 
itself, and it is only with reference to the conditions 
and implications of that enterprise that we can ever 
estimate its claim to be considered as knowleclge. 
Epistemological or metaphysical arguments have no 
place in such an_ estimate, for the historian lays no 
claim to a more ultimate knowledge than can be 
gained by any other empirical investigator. We there- 
fore leave the consideration of these ultimate philo- 
sophical problems to other investigations. So far as 
the present work is concerned we have sought to show 
that the historian need not consider his task a hope- 
less one, that within the bounds of his own province 
there are no insurmountable obstacles which render 
his enterprise meaningless. 
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